The Gods of Ladders and Lies 
Prologue
Shy,
The sand here burns, and the missions break us in more ways than one, but I’m good at this - really good. 
I’m sorry I haven’t been able to help more from this end, but once I’m back—we’re finishing what we started, and I can’t wait to see the look on Ryches’s faces when we’re done.
Commander Eyvar is recommending me for a permanent posting – but I told him that I was going home – where everything is the right side up.
Home. Six months until I get to feel real sand, infinite water, and you. 
The sea’s calling for me. Kalere is calling for me.
And I call for you, always.
· K.

Chapter 1 -
Appa used to wake us up to catch the sunrise on his days off.
He’d scoop us up on his shoulders and say it was beautiful to watch it bloom over the horizon of the holy-sea and light up the waves.
My sister and I usually protested - her for losing sleep, and me because I feared what came before sunrise.
The haunting, blue hour of dawn.
Our stories said we were vulnerable during these nooks of twilight - the times in between the sun. Where the gods couldn’t protect us, and something else awoke.
My eyes opened a sliver, and an ombre of blue trickled into my vision.
Silence - aside from the gentle whoosh of waves - confirmed there were no fishermen or patrols around, yet.
Something warm and wet was lapping against my face; water mixed with the unmistakable tang of blood.
The scent seeped into my nostrils, and I forced myself upright, bracing my arms.
The boat rocked gently and salt-water stung at wounds I didn’t realize I had.
I raised my hand to brush the matted hair away from my face, and noticed it was stained a mix of red and violet.
Either from the blood - or a joking reminder of where I was hours before this adventure.
In the tame, comfort of my kitchen, rubbing masala paste on tilapia for dinner.
That was a different world.
I gingerly peeled my eyes away from the brightening sky, and turned to face the sight I’d been avoiding.
Speared through the center of my canoe, surrounded by a concoction of entrails and seawater, were the remains of the creature that sent our fishermen flailing out of their ships.
There were jagged cracks in the wood surrounded by pooling water, as if I had stabbed it again, and again.
If only I could remember.
All I could recall was my over-preparation in the weeks before this endeavor.
I’d traded what little gold jewelry I had for a fancy harpoon I didn’t use and even remodeled the canoe to hold a larger catch.
Clearly, I was mistaken - it was barely any larger than a dolphin.
Though, its anatomy was far off from a dolphin; transparent membranes at the joints, misshapen claws, and a bird-like face lay broken and crumpled in front of me.
As if the Raksh couldn’t decide what it wanted to be, even in death; crab, bird, or something else entirely.
I killed a Raksh.
And somehow, ended up closer to shore.
Kai would explode in laughter if he could see me now - drenched in sweat and drippings - but I owed that to him.
The reward, that is.
Clanking and chatter sounded in the far distance, and I shook myself from my stupor.
I had to move now.
The boat creaked as I shuffled around, scouring under the upholstered seat for my needles and scalpel.
It was a maneuver I was an expert at - with sharks that is.
Every drop of this was worth a thousand more. 

Chapter 2
“Where in the holy sea have you been?!”
My sister’s words pierced my eardrum as I tiptoed back inside. Of course she was awake. 
Triya quickly bridged the space in our one-room shack; her muscular thighs flexing against her nightdress as she stepped towards me. She looked me up and down and folded her arms impatiently.
I caught my own reflection in the cracked mirror behind her, and stifled a gag. 
I, on the other hand, looked like I had been regurgitated by a whale.
"Sorry didi, I…I went for an early morning sail. I've been nervous about today, and it helped calm my mind." 
Triya inhaled slowly. She was half a foot shorter than me, yet doubly intimidating.
"You’re fucking with me Shyla." She growled. 
I gulped.
Only she could say my name with such contempt.
"You decide to piss off at ungodly hours just as I’m getting ready to leave?! What if someone had seen you?”
My cheeks burned, but I tried to excuse the scolding. Afterall, today was the most important day of her life.
Vanar Homecoming. 
The day when hopeful youths would try out for our capital military and be shipped off for four years – all in exchange for life-changing money.
My eyes drifted towards our bounded accounts book peeking out of her dull green duffel bag. 
Money I probably wouldn’t get a glimpse of.
Triya snapped her fingers, and I jolted.
"I've graciously allowed you reprieve from needing to work all day, so you can take the lead around the house, not for you to endanger our family!”
“Didi, I didn’t endanger anyone. I know I look like hell - but I took a dip in the sea, that’s all. No one saw me, I promise!”
The muscles of her jaw twitched.
“I thought you said you went for a sail?”
Shit.
She threw her hands up in the air.
“Do you seriously think I don’t know what you’ve been up to? You’re supposed to be guarding our Amara, not burning through them with that boy. Gods, you’re useless -”
"SHY-DIDI! It's not time to wake up yet" 
A sweet, sleep-lulled protest interrupted her. 
Wearing a torn, too-short navy onesie, my little brother propped himself up on one elbow, and I ran over to his bedside. 
His silky, midnight-colored waves tumbled over his forehead and I pecked his pillowy cheek. 
He always had perfect timing. 
"It is wake-up time, my Riu . Your didi's have a big day ahead, and you need a bath." 
I scooped him into my arms before he could crib and reached for a clean towel. 
The locked chest taunted me from my peripheral vision, its wrap of temperature controlled silk fraying from wear. It was where we stored our rationed, golden orbs of Siren-magic.
Amara gems - and unlike Triya’s insinuation- I hadn’t touched them. And as for what I’d been up to… those were all solo, unlike her other insinuation. 
"You're stinky," Rian mumbled as he rested his head against my chest. 
I cackled, flipping a thin checkered towel over my shoulder, and my middle finger towards my sister. 
Behind her back, of course. 
+

When we returned to the room, Triya’s back was to me, fumbling around with something on the bed. 
Taped to the wall behind my splintered bed frame was the half-torn poster I’d endeavored to keep up for years.
We’re not fish! Cast us free! END Sambood Now!
My sister despised it – all protests did were draw unwanted patrol attention and guarantee a penalization - according to her. 
She wasn’t wrong, but I was lucky enough to escape them… four times. 
Triya finally stepped to the side, revealing what was on the bed -  short-sleeve, beige tops, with matching, straight cut trousers. One for her, one for me, and one for Rian. 
Siren-forbid me from shopping without asking for permission.
"Before you chose some sort of revealing outfit for yourself, I thought I'd pick something out for you." Triya said. "Today's a day to show solidarity with our family and our nation.”
"Thanks." I said flatly. 
Business as usual then - moving on from an argument, as if nothing had happened. 
The corner of her mouth tugged upwards. "Can I do anything to help with Rian?" she questioned, sitting gently on his bed.
“Um - I don’t think so, but -.”
I turned my attention to our toiletries cabinet, swung open the door hanging on a rusty hinge, and fumbled through half- emptied tubs of lotions.
I hated this. 
The roles we had to fulfill in the absence of Mumma and Appa. The breadwinner who occasionally served up a slipshod offer of help versus the duty-bound homemaker. 
I finally found the cocoa butter and turned to ask her to moisturize Rian while I dressed myself, but she was already pre-occupied on the other side of the room, double checking the contents of her duffle bag. 
With her back turned once more, I fastened the morning’s vials to my waist, and layered the new shirt on top. Thankfully, the material was thick enough to hide any bulges. 
A little bit of the violet contents trickled down my waist, instantly staining it, but I managed to wipe it off quickly.
I peeked at my reflection again and breathed a sigh of relief - despite the unflattering outfit and the utter exhaustion  - I was looking like myself again. 
A fresh shower did wonders to my waist-length brown waves, and I’d thrown in a couple of quick braids to keep the hair out of my face. My skin, now moisturized, had returned to its deep caramel glow. 
Though soon enough, it would all be wrecked by a healthy layer of sweat. 
I lastly opened the cabinet behind the mirror and fished out my favorite nose ring - one of the few pieces of gold I’d refused to sell.
After clipping in the golden hoop, I glanced towards our ship's wheel clock above the beds, and relaxed my shoulders. 
We were actually ahead of schedule. 
“Didi, I just realized I forgot to return Daria’s pan! I’m going to head over there really quick.”
It was a lie, but I had to see my friend before the big day. 
She shook her head in disapproval, but I ignored her, slid on my bouncy-heeled sandals and hopped out the front door.
Rian blew me a flying kiss. 
“Don’t forget to pee!” I yelled back at him, and he exploded in giggles.
Chapter 4
I breezed past homes with thatched roofs and wooden doors so far ajar I could peer right through to the back, usually where smoke billowed out of the rudimentary, outdoor kitchens. Women in patterned, chiffon sarees were squatting at their hearths, prodding away at firewood and preparing lunch stews in advance.
The smells made my stomach grumble; I hadn’t eaten since last night’s dinner, and gods, I was hungry.
Today, there was lightheartedness in the air. Less huffing, and bangles knocking around, and more banter.
After all, most of the men were hauling off their sons to homecoming and Vanar units were likely directed to the festival grounds. 
I hopped around a corner with a familiar, rusting bicycle, and stepped right through the back entrance into Daria’s kitchen.
She too was squatting near a clay pot, stirring with one hand, and tucking away lose strands of white hair with the other. Her beige saree was decorated with stripes of shadows and sunlight peeking through the half-open shutters. 
Her low-back blouse, however, revealed a different set of stripes. Markings of the whip – old scars layered upon each other. My stomach clenched and I forced my eyes away. 
“Shyla…” she yawned, cupping her mouth “You better dust my floors if you come in with sandy shoes.”
“How about I dust your floors with some divans ?” 
I cringed at the joke that escaped my lips too fast.
She threw me a scowl over her shoulder and turned back to the bubbling stew. 
“I speared it!” I sang, biting back a grin.
“Speared what?”
“Oh nothing crazy - just a Raksh.” 
“Okay - if I turn, and this stew boils over - I swear to the Sirens I’ll whack you with my ladle.”
I stepped around the side of the firewood to face her and displayed what was strapped to my waist.
“You’re telling me that’s not violet paint?” She said, unimpressed. “Avi’s nephew tried passing that off as Kala Vesha … and we know what happened to him.”
I groaned and flipped the lid of one open, carefully bringing it near her nose.
Absolute shock rippled across her face. 
“You… you didn’t.”
I reveled in her expression for a heartbeat before answering.
“I, I,  did.”
Daria dropped her ladle, splattering a bit of stew, and reached for my hands.
I laughed and hauled her up to her feet. 
“I can’t decide whether to ring your neck for attempting this…or hug you” She breathed, wiping her hands on her saree.
“Don’t get too excited yet - the key word here is attempt. I still need to make the deal.”
And do it before sunrise if I wanted to secure the schoolyard and outbid a certain bitch. 
She pressed her lips into a line and scrutinized me. 
“Somtoff set it up?”
I nodded. 
“But the sunken markets don’t meet for a fortnight. Who did he set it up with? And where?”
I fidgeted with my braids, clipping them back into place - this was not going to be taken well. 
“Well, there are certain buyers that are willing to meet, depending on what you have to offer. The ones that prefer to do so on days like this, when Vanars are distracted.”
I finally met her eyes. 
Daria’s eyebrows rose to meet her hairline and she let out an exasperated wail.
“A dusk rat?” Her voice was a strained whisper.
Daria leaned against the wall and exhaled, burying her face in her palms.
“I don’t know what sort of rogue Kai’s time serving has turned him into, but YOU have become something else!”
I instinctively touched the gold bangle on my right arm – the one Kai gave me.
The one he slid on my wrist, ever so slowly, right before we…
“Are you even listening to me girl?!”
“Didi - I’ve been moving at a snail's pace out here. You know that. I have to outbid Amalia, and I’m almost out of time.”
“I’ve offered you what I have - and you are so, so stubborn, you’d rather sell to one of those pirates -” she said through gritted teeth.
My blood instantly boiled.
“And risk you going back into Sambood? Are you insane?”
A certain splotchy face slammed to the forefront of my thoughts, and my fingers curled with rage. 
“That piece of shit doesn’t visit anymore, does he?” 
She’d already given so much for me, I’d rather drown in the holy sea than accept a cent more. 
“No - gods below - no.” She said, her face stewing with shame. 
She remained silent for a minute, while the pot bubbled violently.
I focused on the strands of coconut fibers burning in the hearth - the visible texture, the smokey smell- and calmed my mind. 
“Um - you should probably calm that fire.”
Daria glanced at me sidelong “I taught you how to cook - now you’re giving me advice?”
I chuckled and walked towards her, gently grabbing her fingers.
“Come on, Didi.”
Her jaw tensed, and she freed her hands from my grasp to stand up. 
I instinctively checked if anyone was behind me, but Daria had moved to rummage through her cupboards, cautiously placing various spices and pickled vegetables on the ground.
Finally, she fished out a small, gold-plated harpoon that had a single Amara gem nestled above the trigger.
It radiated living veins of gold, like a miniature of the sun.
I almost laughed.
“The Sea-Bester?” A gimmicky name for a devastating weapon I had only seen fired once. 
“I don’t know about this - ” I shook my head.
“Really now?” Daria flicked the gun’s safety on and off. 
“Let’s say your dusk rat thinks the vials are complete bullshit. Do you plan on taking him in hand to hand combat?”
“I…”
She didn’t let me answer. 
“Oh wait - you won’t need to. Because you won’t have hands by the time they’re done with you.”
So dramatic.
“Okay, okay, I get it.”
I gingerly grabbed the weapon, grazing my fingers over its cool exterior. Given my utter failure at using a regular harpoon - this was probably more of a liability, but I guess it wouldn’t hurt to have something.
I strapped it to my calf, and gratefully, my pants were loose enough around the shin that it didn’t bulge.
A smile tugged at the corners of her mouth, but something burned in her eyes before she turned to stir the stew. 
“It’s been months since Kai has written. What if my son…” Daria’s voice croaked.
She hated anyone seeing her get emotional.
Panic shot through my own veins, but I stomped it down. 
“No. No. You will not go there. Year four is notoriously hectic. They’re on shroud duty the entire time. It’s normal for letters to be more…spaced out.” 
Six months.
I had read his last one so many times over, I’d memorized it, both in the new tongue and the forbidden tongue. 
“He is coming home tonight, Daria. His cohort must be here… playing badminton or whatever they do in their free time before the ceremonies. I bet you Kai is probably drunk out of his mind on some coconut toddy.” I teased, a smile creeping up on my lips.  
If he truly was day-drunk instead of trying to get a few precious moments with me, after all these years…I’d fire the sea-bester at him. 
Okay, enough. 
“But, Daria? Even if I get the divans we need...I’m not sure what you’d even teach.”
I dramatically gazed around the room, dragging my eyes over the many sketches of marine creatures and plant-life plastered to the walls. From a distance, anyone would recognize she was an incredible artist, but if you went up close, you’d see they were detailed, anatomical renderings of sea-life.
She embraced me, ignoring my jest and the hodgepodge of masalas and smokey firewood wafted off her saree. 
“You’ll teach our girls how to fish.” She said, her voice catching.
Our dream. 
A fishing school for girls, where they’d master the single most important skill needed in Kalere.
Without needing to cast trammel nets in secret.
Without needing to absolutely scramble if there were no men in the family.  
We were going to end Sambood, together.
My face heated with anticipation.
“And you’ll teach them about which we throw back. After forcing it to sit through a torturous portrait session, of course.” I quipped, grinning.
I pressed back from her and gently ran my thumb over the scar that split her eyebrow.
“Are you sure you don’t want to come with us? I can take a verbal lashing from Triya to get you a ticket.”  I grinned at Daria. 
She shook her head and gave me a sad smile.
“Next time,” she said softly , throwing a weary glance towards the door, as though she already knew this wasn’t true. “We’ll all go together next time.”
Chapter 5
The duffle bag slung over Triya's shoulder bounced violently as I pushed the stroller uphill, my muscles protesting the climb. 
“Shoot!”
I nearly rolled my ankle swerving yet another pothole. 
Fuck these unpaved roads.
The governor had divans to spare for renovations to his manor but turned a blind eye at our crumbling infrastructure.
The stadium was perched above an abandoned temple yard, where the ghosts of our old gods were replaced by chattering merchants who sold coconut crisps and chai.
Today, however, the grounds were supposedly transformed into an explosion of Kalere’s best - food stalls, art showcases, and a renewed tryout stadium. 
All to keep our Siren visitors impressed and keep us in their good graces. 
The upper-castes anyway. 
Speaking of upper caste – Triya had mentioned we would spend the day with distant family friends of ours.
The kind of friends that lived in a bungalow facing a cleaner part of the beach and had no interest in interacting with us, until now. 
The Parvers - I barely remembered them.
I briefly caught the eye of Somtoff, polishing a silvery firearm at his shop, who inquisitively flipped his palms at me. He had no clue if I had succeeded with the Raksh yet.
I winked at him and didn’t linger to see his response - we’d have plenty of time to chat once the festivities were over.
Once I got what I deserved. 
Triya glared at me from my peripheral vision, and my breath caught – she’d forbidden me from conversing with Somtoff, even away from patrol eyes. 
Too bad he was the only fishing equipment merchant in town willing to sell to me. Well, technically, the son of the merchant. 
We at last broke through to the top of the sanded hill as a massive crowd emerged.
It was mostly fishermen and their sons, with the occasional saree-clad mother nearby, with faces hidden under veils. I didn’t hide my scowl –potbellies spilled out of open vests while women had to be conscious of the tiniest sliver of skin.
We pushed through the ocean of civilians, the smells of sweat and coconut crisps blanketing the air and intensifying.
 "A female candidate!" A man gasped, and I could see Triya’s mouth curve up as the murmuring started, thick with disbelief and eyes narrowing in our direction.
A Vanar stepped forward – clad in the regionally-issued khaki uniform - and beckoned at us, as the crowd reluctantly parted to let us through. 
Triya gripped my arm briefly and my abdomen tightened. Her warnings echoed in my head.
Eyes down. Show your ticket. No unwanted attention. 
The Vanar stretched his arms across his chest, revealing a whorl of his golden tattoo snaking up his forearm. I’d barely looked at his face, but I could feel his gaze swarming all over Triya and me. 
After a brief look-over of our tickets, he motioned Triya forward but held a hand up to me. 
“Shyla Arayn. Aged twenty-one… and unmarried… at this age.” He tsked.
“I didn’t realize that was a crime.”
Triya immediately cleared her throat.
“Sir – apologies, I aim to meet the Vanar quota for my family, and as for her marriage – it’s been decided.”
Like hell it was – but it was Triya’s standard line, whenever a Vanar caught wind of me… being me. 
He nodded and finally let us pass, and I took a deep inhale.
The air – oh the air was pristine. Through some sort of Siren-magic, it was purified, free of the usually blend of tobacco and sewage. 
My eyes trailed away from my grip of Rian’s stroller, and my jaw dropped as I took in the festival grounds.
A maze of alternating orange and blue tents lay ahead of us, packed with vendors selling Kalerian wares. To my left seemed to be the designated food tents; kebabs on spits, cardamom rice pudding simmering in copper vessels, and various fritters getting battered and flash fried with a precision that put my cooking skills to shame.  To my right, there was another rainbow of colors. Vendors selling silk sarees, fans, purses; all layered with the unmistakable chime of glass bangles. 
Looming above it all was a massive, domed, metal structure. 
That had to be the stadium. 
I was about to suggest to Triya that we explore it, and make sure we knew where her tryouts would be, but a decadent scent had wafted into my nose.
“Mmm pie! I want it! I want it!” My brother bounced up in his stroller hitting the canopy.
Triya turned to him with daggers in her eyes and raised her hand. “Behave!”
I carefully butted in, trying to soften her stare. 
“Oh, come on now, Didi. It’s a special day today. I’m sure we’d all appreciate some pie.”
Her glare turned to me.
Nevermind.
Rian suddenly scrunched back the canopy top and stood up in his stroller, which wobbled under my grasp. 
He gave Triya a thumbs down and frowned.
“Shy-didi said you’re going away. So, go! I don’t want you here.”
Her nose flared.
“Thumbs down for you!” He exclaimed and pointed a finger with his other hand.
Laughter threatened my face, so I wheeled him forward, past Triya’s gaze.
“Come now, it’s alright. We need to check Triya-didi in. Then, you and I can go on an adventure!” 
I pressed a long kiss onto his cheek, and he giggled loudly, his eyes twinkling. 
This was my retribution. I wanted her to see it. The bond an older sibling and a younger sibling could have. 
She shook her head and opened her mouth, but not before a sunburnt, hairy arm swung onto her neck.

Chapter 6
I didn’t allow myself to take in the stranger’s appearance before I swiveled Rian behind me and whipped out my carved spearhead.
I held my stance and pointed it at a white-bearded, splotchy face, with blue eyes widening at me in amusement. 
“Get off her.” I snarled.
Triya turned to me with a fiery gaze, her neck compressed under his meaty arm.
“Shyla! Put that away before you bring that Vanar back here. Now” 
Her tone dropped an octave on the last word.I gawked at her and dropped my hand.
She tapped twice on the man's arm, and he relaxed, spinning her around swiftly. 
Then, they hugged. 
Hugged.
“Triya Arayn! Look at YOU!” 
He pressed back from her, beaming.
“Mr. Parver! It’s been so long.” 
My face went from pink to red.
“Allow me to apologize for my sister. She’s a bit emotional. You know how these stay-at-home girls can be.” She tapped a finger to her temple to emphasize her point.
Excuse me?
The man guffawed. “Believe me, I know.”

Triya stepped away from the his grasp and motioned me to come forward.
“You remember Shyla.”
His eyes roved me up and down, a feline grin blooming on his face. 
I scrutinized him right back.
He was dressed in a blue silk top, matching shorts, and leather sandals cradling unkempt, hairy toes.
Toes painted with- were those gold flecks?
“Sorry Mr. Parver. I didn’t recognize you…”
Triya’s gaze narrowed at me, clearly sending a message.
Not good enough.
“Thank you so much for joining us today - what an honor!” I forced my voice to kick up a pitch.
He simply nodded and turned to two figures approaching from the distance. My view was obstructed by the sun’s glare, but they finally came forward, flanking either side of Mr. Parver.
A middle-aged, white-haired woman dressed in a flowing-green gown sporting thin chains of gold necklaces and a sunhat, and a man that looked like a younger, carbon copy of Mr. Parver.
He also wore a matching silken outfit, in a beige-and gold pattern. 
“Hey.” The son’s baritone voice wobbled. 
“Hello Arayns!” The woman exclaimed, her voice a shrill grating sound.
“You sisters have gotten so BIG!” She grasped each of our wrists and squeezed.
Her sickly-sweet gaze bounced between the two of us and lingered on me.
“My, my, my. You are a beauty.” Her voice took a tone that made my skin crawl.
She stole a knowing glance with her husband while Rian finally popped out of his stroller, pressing the canopy back.
He sized up the three strangers in front of him and furrowed his eyebrows deeply. 
I snickered - at least he could be his true self. 
I scooped him out and set him on the side of the cobble-stoned path, sending nearby geckos skittering. 
“This must be our little boy!” Mrs. Parver trilled. She skipped forward and swung him into the air.
Every muscle in Rian’s body tensed and he scrunched his nose.
“You smell weird.”
I pursed my lips furiously to stifle back a laugh.
Triya chuckled nervously, and ruffled Rian’s hair. “Our favorite boy is just a little tired this morning, aren’t you Riu?”
Her favorite boy that she couldn’t spare a slice of pie for.
Mrs. Parver grasped her son's elbow and ushered him forward triumphantly. “And this is MY boy, Purvesh.” 
Purvesh shook her off, flustered, and fished out a pamphlet.
“So, let’s line up for the stadium then? We better get seats in the shade. I don’t plan on baking in the sun like some Sou…”
His mouth formed an O and he puffed out a breath of air. Mrs. Parver winced.
I knew what he was about to say.
Southy Peasant.
Triya simply pretended that didn’t happen and swung her duffle bag over her other shoulder and nodded.
“Wait!” Mrs. Parver interrupted.
“They’re selling coconut jaggery pie– that smell is making my mouth water! I’m starved; shall we all grab a slice before we go in?”
Without hesitation, my sister eagerly nodded.
“Of course, Mrs. Parver - how many would you like?”
Chapter 7
So much for getting seats in the shade.
I didn’t mind the sun rays burning down on us, or the scorching metal bleachers but the Parvers were melting, dabbing at their necks with silk handkerchiefs.
I caught Triya shaking her head disapprovingly at Mrs. Parver’s hysterics, but she stopped it abruptly when she caught me staring.
Their caste granted them rights I had never known. With one flash of their tickets, we’d cut through yet another massive entry line to the stadium, leaving behind hordes of jealousy-ridden and grumbling civilians.
More people inched along the metal bleachers when I spotted a familiar face, six sections to our right.
Amalia Ryches - the governor’s beloved niece. 
She settled into her shaded booth, and caught me looking, glancing back with a smirk on her cherry-tinted lips. 
I scowled. 
She was my top competitor for the bid to the old schoolyard. 
The only decent plot of land within our approved boundaries that I could build the school on.
And this woman wanted to demolish it and turn it into a beach front, social center. 
She’d put in an eighty thousand divan offer - but with a catch- the land was to be repatriated into North Kalere with restrictions.
Caste - restrictions for fucks sake. 
I had countered with less, but I promised the landowner human decency- no oppressive restrictions. Just education for our girls. 
That was over two years ago - and since then, everything under the sun held the decision up- from me buying time to secure the funds, to Amalia’s endeavors getting in the way. 
If Kai had been here, with that dimple of his… Gods, he would have charmed his way out of this, and I’d be teaching by now. 
The owner, at last, put a hard date on the deal - tomorrow, at sunrise, with all cash and no exceptions. 
I tugged my arms over my head and cracked my shoulders, savoring the air breathing into each of my vertebrae. 
I was sore and severely sleep - deprived, but I was going to beat her. 
I continued to survey the stadium - the top rows towered almost two hundred feet into the air and the faces of whoever sat there were no more than flecks, while Sirens and Vanars had wooden white chairs reserved directly on the grounds closest to the stage. 
Those were empty - for now.
My heart pounded - would he come out now? Or at the closing ceremonies?
I shoved down the thought of looking for Kai - no, I had to follow my plan to a T today. 
Leave the stadium, sneak into the beach, somehow survive the transaction with the dusk rats, and re-group with Somtoff. 
And in between all that, squeeze in five minutes to smooth out my hair and blot the sweat off my face before seeing Kai.
Just then, a trim, suit-clad man walked onto the stage, with gold rings glinting on his fingers.
He lifted a mike and tapped on it, the sound bouncing across the stadium.
“Kalerians. Welcome to the 125th Quadrennial Vanar Homecoming Day. This is your governor, Ragish Ryches speaking. I am thrilled to see the attendance today, across the north and south of our princely region….”
Here we go - the governor of rags and riches blabbering on about the importance of enthusiasm for Vanar recruitment. How it was where duty transcended our castes and allowed for a man or woman to be elevated beyond the shackles of their birth.
“…. And without further ado, everyone, please give your heartiest welcome to the honorable High Councilor Vyrax”
A collective hush blanketed the stadium, like a thousand breaths held in perfect unison.
My own heart rate accelerated. It had been a decade since I’d seen a Siren in the flesh. Our immortal leaders preferred ruling from the comfort of the world below.
At last, a towering silhouette emerged from behind the curtains.
High Councilor Vyrax strode onto the platform, radiating lethal superiority.  Dark brown skin glowed under the midday sun, while his waist-length, silken black hair billowed against an obsidian uniform.
I took a sharp inhale – I had forgotten about Siren eyes. They were like sunburst through clouds - a blinding gold. 
I shifted to the edge of my seat.
He at last reached the podium and tucked his hair neatly behind a set of pointed ears. 
Governor Ryches stared at the High Councilor with his lips parted. He then flung his upper body down, bending so far low, that the groan of his leather pants stretching echoed into the mike. 
The High Councilor ignored him.
“Viranad”
His first word reverberated throughout the stadium.
By the resonance of his voice, his gills had to be fully activated, but I couldn’t see them on his neck. I turned to survey my siblings and the Parvers, but they were entranced, unblinking at the voice of the High - Councilor. 
His mouth sharply moved upwards, bearing a set of dazzling white teeth.
“What is sacrifice?”
The crowd remained silent.
“Is it giving one’s life?”
Oh, here we go.
“An era ago, a demon king fell in love with a mortal woman. So deep was their love for one another, that they ran away to his home, Pathaal – the underworld. 
But little did this noble king know – the woman was married – to a fearsome warrior rumored to be an incarnation of one of the most powerful Gods - 
I nearly scoffed. We all knew the real story – the one we were Siren- forbidden to even think about. King Dashaan had kidnapped Janki, there was no deep love or running away. 
“The insolent warrior – Raghav, with an army at his side, endeavored to build a bridge to Pathaal to bring her back. He succeeded, and vanquished the heartbroken King Dashaan.”
The hairs on my arms pricked – heartbroken. What a gentle word for the ten headed creature that kidnapped a woman against her will. The crowd, on the other hand fluttered alive with cries of disappointment. 
“But Raghav and Janki’s treachery left something behind. Their separation had tested the couple, you see. The Gods above no longer revered Janki – considered her impure, and unfit for Raghav, and they whispered mistrust in his ear. The noble warrior went mad – but the beautiful, world connecting bridge he built remained, and so did his army of Vanars. 
With the Gods severing ties with humans, the stewardship of Amara changed hands and so the Asurans of Pathaal saw an opportunity.
Harboring no ill will, or desire for vengeance a handful of them crossed over, establishing…”
Castes, cruelty, a breeding ground for assholes like the Ryches…
Two worlds – separated by realms yet connected and flourishing. We governed from our ruling seat in Pathaal, while the Vanars maintained order above.”
I looked at my brother, who was gratefully distracted with his toy car, and an inappropriately timed laugh escaped my throat.
Triya gripped my elbow threateningly - but I couldn’t help it. 
“But in time, our ancestors realized what they built was fragile. Decades later, as the Vanars moved on with their mortal lives, the bridge began to crumble, and so did the meticulous society we built. Within fifty years, it was nearly gone.  
The reigning Pathaal King, Vritahis -realized that the bridge built by a holy warrior and his Vanars, would need to be rebuilt by the same.”
Vyrax’s eyes darkened, and a voice behind me whooped with anticipation
“And so, it was decided, that every four years, the strongest amongst you mortals would join us as Vanars, rebuild the Setu bridge from Pathaal, and maintain order above.”
The High Councilor closed his eyes, and I forced myself to exhale the breath I didn’t realize I was holding. A braid freed itself from a clip and fell over my shoulder – I was sweating now.
Ten percent.
On average, ten percent of a given Vanar cohort returned alive. Recruitment was a death wish.
And those lucky enough to come back, returned permanently changed. Warped into bullies Pathaal used to whip us into following their rules.
 And for some, inexplicable, rosy-eyed reason, I knew Kai was an exception. I couldn’t bring myself to accept anything less.  
“So, I ask again, what is sacrifice?
It is willingly losing what you treasure the most. For humans, that sacrifice lies in your duties of the Vanars. To be a Vanar or to birth one. To send your children to the world below, so the world above can flourish.
For Asurans, the price was steeper. We gambled with the security of our home, placing trust in the hands of the humans that tried to destroy us, because we saw the opportunity for harmony in tragedy.
His tone shifted—a grim pride threading through it.
“Amara changed us, all those centuries ago. Our forms beautified, our eyes gilded—We were reborn – Asurans now Sirens. Yes, I, and the other leaders of your nation, are of demon descent and we share this story because we have nothing to hide, and everything to be proud of.”

The stadium erupted into applause, and I joined, wearily clapping my hands and turning to Triya. 
The High Councilor was a statue now, eyes fixated on the empty white chairs sprawled on the lawn before him.
“Tonight, we look forward to welcoming our new brothers. May your spirit be of Dashaan.”
Gods, I hoped not. 
He nodded to the governor - finally acknowledging his existence - and swiftly disappeared behind the curtains.
Ragish Ryches beamed before leaning into the mike - his voice projecting like grating chalk in comparison to the High Councilors.
“Esteemed candidates, you are expected to check in within the next forty minutes or forfeit your spot. You’ll be assigned numbers at random and be evaluated in that order. BEST of luck to you all!”
He glanced surreptitiously in Amalia’s direction - or should I say - towards who was seated next to Amalia.
Amari - her sibling who was finally throwing their hat in the ring for recruitment. May her spirit be of Dashaan, indeed. 
My sister promptly rose, and as if on cue, other candidates stood, like mole crabs popping out of the sand.
She bid us all a quick goodbye and hurried off to the west corner of the stadium for check-in; her braid and duffle bag bouncing in unison as she disappeared into a sea of khaki-clad youths. A couple of them winced as she shoved past.
My heart thudded for her, but I stayed quiet. 
Chapter 8
Gods- below, I was out of breath.
It had taken a considerable amount of shoving and Mr. Parver glaring - but we eventually got out of the stadium, and I’d managed to excuse myself for an hour to help an unnamed friend stitch up her boots before tryouts. 
Purvesh had rolled his eyes - jerk - but Mrs. Parver enthusiastically offered to watch Rian.
And now - I had wasted at least twenty of those minutes unsuccessfully trying to convince Evan - the proud owner of Evan’s Coconut Shack, to let me into the back of his store. 
“You’re dangerously close to crossing a line Southy- why in the world would someone like you be hired to inspect my kitchen?”
Ouch - casteism couldn’t resist rearing its ugly head, even on a day like this.
Uglier - on the mouth of this green-eyed piece of - 
Nope, I needed to pick and choose my battles today. 
I quickly scanned the clean stretch of Kalere beach around us. It was embarrassingly unfamiliar to me - laborers were usually not welcome here.
“That’s too bad.” I clucked my tongue as I stared at the smile etched on the far edge of the counter. 
It was encased in the shape of a diamond - very crudely drawn - but it was unmistakably the underside of a stingray. 
The marking Somtoff had told me to look out for.
“Though I hear you’re servicing other kinds of people around here.” 
I leaned in.
 “Like dusk rats?” 
His eyes simmered with alarm.
“We both know that’s illegal - and it would be a shame if the High Councilor caught wind. My sibling is a Vanar you see - we were personally asked to keep an eye out. And … well, you know how thorough those raids can get.”
He scoffed.
“I don’t know what shit you people smoke up, but there’s no such thing happening here.”
The contrast between the twitch of his lips and the tone of his words gave me the confirmation I needed. 
I clapped my hands. 
“Tell you what - you could just let me into the store, and I’ll have a word with your guests. In return, I promise your dealings with the most notorious pirates on the continent doesn’t get - well a bigger audience”
I earnestly put my hand on my chest and feigned a bow.
“Tell you what – how about you get the FUCK off my counter and I don’t report you for caste- trespassing?”
He swatted my hand away with a rag and emphatically wiped the spot it rested on. 
Gods- damn it, I wasn’t ready for more theatrics. 
I sighed and unhooked the Sea-bester from my leg, gently tapping the marking with the tip.
Evan froze.
"Funny thing about these Amara gems," I mused. "Put enough pressure in just the right spot, and an ordinary little fishing tool goes…" I whistled low. 
My thumb accidentally stroked the gem - and it purred to life with a soft, mechanical hum as a faint glow snaked up its spine.
His face paled, and I desperately held onto the color in mine.I had no clue how to use this. 
I shrugged, forcing stability in my voice. "But hey, I’m just a drugged up little Southy, right? What would I know about that?"
His gaze darted between the harpoon and me, his lips twisting like he’d just swallowed something rotten.
"Fucking hell." He exhaled sharply and unlatched the counter door.
My breath hitched with anticipation, but I muffled my excitement.
One step at a time. 
I saluted him with the harpoon and made my way to the back of the store.
The wall was covered in a dusty, maroon curtain, which I heaved aside - revealing a wooden door.
A moment's pause later - I nudged it open and stepped in.
What I saw inside made my heart stop. 

I had entered a dimly lit room - somehow larger than the shack itself - and in the center was a splintered table made from barnacle infested wood. 
On the sandy floor near the table was a measly, balding man, scrubbing what looked like a blood stain - but it was the table’s occupant that made my insides come to a complete halt. 
Standing before me was the most exquisite person I’d ever seen. 
The lower half of his face was covered with a black bandana, but the rest of him -
Gods - he was massive, deadly, and attractive. 
Caramel, warm, skin glowed in the torchlight, bouncing off the pronounced muscles of his exposed chest, while shoulder-length hair - multi-shades of brown- settled against his collarbone. 
My eyes trailed down - his upper torso was decorated with a mix of scars and unreadable whorls of silver tattoos, peeking through a worn linen button down. 
I forced myself to avert my eyes, it felt traitorous to Kai to stare any further.  
His hands braced the decrepit table - eyebrows narrowed furiously in thought, focused on what looked like a ledger - until he finally looked up. 
I gasped.
His eyes - I’d never seen a shade like that before.
Liquid, piercing silver. 
What was he?
“If you want to check me out - we can take this conversation to my private quarters.”
His voice made me shuffle back. 
It was inhumane - guttural, deep, and barely there. Gill-activated for sure, but this - was no Siren.
Right?
I puffed out my chest as I’d seen Triya do many times before.
“Apologies, sir. I am here t-t-to offer you something rare.”
So much for exuding confidence. 
The man straightened, moving towards me with the lazy precision of a predator that didn’t need to size up his prey.
My eyes trailed to what was previously hidden behind his frame - strapped to the back wall were syringes of the infamous, silver-flecked liquid, Vesha.
The substance that was harvested from the bone marrow of creatures that drank the holy-sea, and fused with powdered Amara.
People spent thousands on it - and more, for a rare derivative of the drug. 
Kala Vesha - extracted from the marrow of class x beasts - rare mutants - like the one I had speared to my canoe. 
He paused, towering before me and crossed his arms over his chest. 
“Offer me what exactly?”
I rubbed the goosebumps on my forearms and inhaled deeply. 
A familiar scent hit my nostrils – but I couldn’t place it.
“Kala Vesha harvestings” My voice cracked - I was not sounding very convincing. 
He stepped back, and slid his hands into his pockets.
“Kala Vesha? You’re not serious. Of what beast?”
Beyond the guttural scratch of that voice - there was a hint of amusement.
I nodded - fumbling to string together a meaningful group of words.
“The - well there’s more than one - A Raksh. Our gun fishing merchant - Somtoff Abaya - said he had -um - explained -”
“Then, for the sake of you walking out of here- and my gunner’s jaw-” he interrupted with an unreadable expression, and nodded towards the man on the ground.
“Prove it.”
His tone shifted on the last two words, and electricity jolted through my fingers. 
What the - 
I speedily unhooked the vials of Raksh marrow from my waist and handed them to him.
Then, the sensation stopped, and I buckled forward.“Wait - what did you just do -”
He waved a calloused hand, examining the vials, while his gunner shot up. He lunged for me, pinning my arms painfully against my back and rubbing something slimy on my lips.
Instantly, a tingling sensation spread through the muscles of my jaw and stopped at my throat.
I couldn’t speak.
With a flick of his thumb, the silver-eyed pirate knocked open the lid of the first purple-tinged vial and took a sip.
My stomach lurched - marrow on its own was utterly deadly - even a sip could cause internal bleeding. 
His eyes widened and his bandana tugged upwards- that must be shock right?
I huffed a sigh of relief through my unmoving lips .
Of course this would prove it. I had extracted the Raksh’s marrow with wide-gauge needles carved by my own hands.
Every step of the way - every piece of effort - was meticulously mine. 
I was going to walk out of here with the divans I needed.
Then, to my absolute disbelief - the silver eyed man turned his back to me, gulped down the entire first vial, and smashed it against the wall. 
He did the same with the other two, the sound of shattering glass ricocheting through the room.
My chest all but exploded.
No. This had to be a test. An illusion.
He didn’t just destroy what I’d spent years hunting down.
The pirate turned to face me.  
“And this is why I don’t barter with peasants. Your vials are fake - though dyeing buttermilk violet was creative.”
My head seared with an agonizing sensation I couldn’t put words to, while the man trailed his eyes down my waist.
“Though I do like the curve of your ass… I’ll bring you aboard for some entertainment - or I can feed you Naagen - she gets ravenous after a long journey.”
He shook his head behind me, and chuckled low, a sound like the rumble of distant thunder. 
“You’ve got big balls - I’ll give you that.” 
I vaguely heard the word “Captain” before my eyelids shut.
Chapter 9
I awoke, my temples horribly throbbing, in an orange bubble.
I reached a trembling hand forward and pushed against fabric - orange fabric - this was a tent. 
My recollection of the encounter slammed into my thoughts, setting off every alarm in my being and I bolted upwards.
“Shyla.”
What?
I couldn’t pinpoint the location of the noise, but that was my sister.
A hand brushed my cheek.
“You never told me you were on your cycle.”
I gently craned my neck around, bringing myself inches away from the concerned face of Triya.
“You’re lucky Purvesh was gentleman enough to find you and get someone to wheel you to the infirmary. Luckier that medics helped you on a day like this.”
Triya’s hand steadied my back, as I steadied my thoughts.
Okay, so I  wasn’t being held hostage.
But - 
What had just transpired - 
“Passed out behind an outhouse? What compelled you to go to a bathroom that far away?”
This was a trick. A way to tease out what I’d really done. 
What I’d attempted to do, and spectacularly - 
Failed. 
The heaviness of the word made me sway and I leaned into Triya’s touch. 
She didn’t retract her hand. 
“My tryouts went well. Really well.” Her voice was gentle.
“That’s great. I’m happy for you.” I said, biting back tears.
Biting back the crippling weight of losing everything I worked towards. 
Did it even happen?
“Shyla-” her voice kicked up a notch, and I could swear her heart was pounding. 
“There’s something -” She paused and drummed her fingers on her thighs.
“How did you like Purvesh?”
Deflecting - this was deflecting. 
Just ask me - what have I been doing all these months - sneaking out in the night - wrecking our canoe over and over again. 
“He’s fine, nice. Where is Rian?” I shook my head and smoothed out a wrinkle on the bed sheet, pretending to admire the fabric. 
Anything - anything at all to keep me from processing this nightmare. 
No - it was a dream - that was irrevocably ended -transformed it into nothingness - as the schoolyard would now be.
I ran through the calculation I had done a hundred times before - my savings barely made it to fifteen thousand divans. 
Amalia would get her social center- and I’d have to face Kai and Daria - empty handed. 
Triya whistled low and fetched some water. 
“Drink, Shyla. Look at you - you’re beyond dehydrated.”
She waited for me to finish gulping and peered at me through her eyebrows.
Maybe I could tell her. Even at the cost of her slapping me.
“Riu?” 
“Rian is fine. Mrs. Parver is with him.”
My stomach went queasy - something was off - beyond what I had ruined.
Triya straightened her back and cleared her throat.
“Shyla - I need to tell you something. I was waiting for the right moment, and I need you to understand.”
She paused and held my fingers. 
My muscles couldn’t drum up the energy to hold them back.
Get on with it already.
Nothing she could throw at me now could make me feel any worse. 
“Shyla, you are to marry Purvesh Parver. There’ll be a small ceremony while I’m deployed, and during that time, the Parvers have agreed to a slow transition. You can take your time to move with Rian. And don’t worry about dowry - a portion of my Vanar earnings every year will go towards it.”
My throat went completely dry and the kindness in her eyes just a moment before had completely winked out.
“It’s for the best,” She continued. “A dream come true, if you think about it. Vanar deployment bumps us up the ladder, and you’d be fit to marry him. Now we don’t have to worry about you drawing the wrong kinds of -”
“Why?” I managed to say - my voice breaking. 
“If your hesitation has to do with your merchant… that Somtoff…”
“What! There’s nothing going on with Somtoff. He’s helped me with…”
My voice trailed off. How much she knew about my nightly activities or who I was really with, I had no idea.
I spoke again, my voice hoarse, yet firm. 
“I’ve never said no to you, Didi.  But no - just- no. I will not marry that man. Your approval matters to me, but I’m not marrying Purvesh. You’re going to be a Vanar!  We don’t need to answer to anyone.”
Triya steadied my hand, and locked eyes with me.
I caught another foreign emotion. 
Guilt.
“Triya Didi, please. We talked about this. We had a plan! I fish while you’re gone and stay out of Vanar patrol eyes. What more do we need?”
I shook my head, tears finally making their way down my face. 
I knew the love Triya had for me was - minimal at best - but this? 
“We are in debt to the Parvers.” She responded solemnly. 
What. the. Fuck. 
“That’s not possible.”
That word. That awful word that did nothing but rot and cripple. 
“It is - we have been, for a decade.”
My head began to spin. 
Hiding the accounts from me- the dedication - no - desperation for the Vanars - all this time - she never had it together. 
She was drowning. And taking us down with her. 
“And what exactly happens if you don’t make it to the Vanars?” I croaked, dreading the answer.
She averted her eyes, and my nails bit hard enough into my palms to draw blood. Triya finally turned back to me with a grave expression - confirming my deepest fear.
I sobbed and ran out of the tent.
It was dusk outside - the sun just lowering below the horizon. I must have been out for hours.
I was screaming, the sound threatening to set my vocal chords aflame, and drawing the attention of the medics and civilians passing by.
Triya grabbed my wrist, and I shoved her off me, splotches of my blood staining her shirt. 
“YOU SOLD ME!”
She shook her head, water filling her own eyes.
“Your own sister? Tell me - am I adopted? Because what sort of heartless, bitch whores out her own sister? Her sister who feeds her every day??”
Surprise flickered across her face - I had never taken this tone before. Never dared to speak like this before.
“Shyla. Listen to me. I will make it. I surpassed all the other candidates. The alternative was just a failsafe - to make the Parvers feel reassured -”
“You signed a Sambood.” My voice dropped to a breathless whisper.
The legal contract a higher caste male could form with a lower caste woman’s family - to pay off a debt - through sexual servitude- for however many years that the contract dictated.
Payment of the flesh.
What Daria was put through- and the very reason Kai left for the Vanars - to get her out. 
“I didn’t sign you into Sambood! I intentionally left the individual clause vague. If, in the slimmest of chances, I don’t make it, I’d offer myself before I’d ever let them lay a hand on you.”
“Oh, save the nobility didi.” I spat. “You have no problem with Purvesh’s hands all over me in a marriage, right?” 
 She shook her head again. 
“The Sambood will never be invoked! I am leaving tonight and that is final. You’ll be free of me Shyla – you and I both know you’ve wanted that.”
There was a twinge of anger in her voice - as if, after all of this, she still felt entitled to her disappointment in me.
I wanted to slap that stupid - hateful face. 
Instead I dropped to my knees - and buried my face in my hands.
“How much - for how long?” I said through my scabbing palms.
Triya stepped closer to me and hauled me up by my elbows.
“That’s not your concern, and I need you to compose yourself. If Vanars hear--”
I shoved her off me so hard she slammed into the sand.
“Oh fuck you!”
“158,000 divans, and the Sambood is for ten years” She answered reluctantly.
White hot rage sliced through my vision, and it started to blur. 
The kind of rage that seethed off me on icy nights on the holy-sea. The kind of rage that let me take the Raksh’s life so damned fast I couldn’t fucking remember it. 
No way. Just no way - were we in such enormous debt to that family.
But if my sister signed a Sambood - then - 
The crowd suddenly became disinterested and scrambled in the direction of the stadium. 
There was some sort of gill-activated announcement earlier, but I had entirely tuned it out. 
“Shyla - it won’t come to that. I can guarantee it. There are Vanar quotas for a reason. They need us!”
“Kalerians - I repeat, the homecoming ceremony is starting in 8 minutes. Please proceed to the stadium.”
The pathway between the tents cleared for a bit, and the night lamps around us flickered to life. 
“I’m happy Mumma is dead.” I said blankly.
Triya stared at me.
“I’m grateful she didn’t live to see you become everything she’s ever stood against.”
“When they call my name, I’ll have a minute to say goodbye - so - let me just say this, right now. Once you are married and you get a taste of upper caste living, and watch Rian experience it, you will be happy.”
I stared off into the distance - my eyes and face swollen from crying.
“Any thoughts you might have of saying no to this marriage once I’m gone - squash them, now. They will take our house, and hunt us down - do you understand me?”
She squared up at me and grabbed both of my wrists.
“DO you understand me?”
Chapter 10
I was perched on a lone bleacher in the stadium - watching the rest of the rows fill up, while sweat profusely dripped down my neck.
Nightfall had brought a light, constant breeze - but I was boiling, and putting my hair up, or fully discarding the button down did nothing to cool me off. 
Three sections to the right were the Parvers, Triya, and Rian. I’d made sure to stay within eyeshot of them. 
It was the first part of my plan. 
Make them think I needed a little time to process the news - and then shyly, happily even, approach them at the end of the ceremony, accept the marriage, and ask for a month for me to fully move our belongings. 
A month for me to save up whatever I could and run far, far, away with Kai and Rian.
If Kai doesn’t kill Purvesh first. 
Gods – I’d probably have to stop him from killing Triya too. 
We’d start over- somewhere in Saviza - and then I’d see if we could find passage to the Northern Isles. Somewhere with access to the Ocean. 
Triya and I would be finally rid of each other, and since she was so adamant on managing the finances - let her bankrupt her Vanar earnings. 
Let her shoulder the entirety of a debt prosecution.
An abrupt, pin drop silence blanketed the stadium once more. 
High Councilor Vyrax climbed the stage.
“Kalerians - on behalf of our Siren and Vanar officers alike, we thank you for your grit and patience.
We’ll start the homecoming ceremony by welcoming back our retired cohort.”
I took a sharp inhale. 
Kai – finally, I’d get to see him, touch him, and try not to utterly collapse in his arms. 
But shame crept up inside me -how could I face him - and share all the things I didn’t accomplish?
All the things I had promised. 
He could hate me all he wanted, but we were not going to be separated again.
My eyes traced down to the white wooden chairs on the lawn in front of the stage - the returning Vanars were already seated, with their backs to the audience.
I spotted two backs that could be him - but with their caps and rigid postures, it was impossible to tell.
57 were recruited four years ago - and 7 had returned today.
“First, we will honor the names and bravery of the fallen. Kalerians - please stand for those killed in action.”
I held my breath.
“Daeron Virat”
“Marina Seven”
“Jaimi Pai”
Wails sounded in pockets throughout the crowd as the high-councilor listed off the names with a painful pause in between. 
Kai was not on this list - I knew it, from the marrow of my bones, I knew it. 
The High Councilor continued, and finally stopped at cadet number 36, before staring into the crowd.
“May their spirits fly eternally with Vritahis.”
I breathed an immense sigh of relief and loosened the grip of my bangle. 
The melting pot of emotions stewing inside was making me lightheaded, and I braced myself on the bleacher. 
“Now we will honor the best among you - the exceptional Vanars, Thiren-Masters, promoted to permanent postings across the continent, where they will devote themselves to the protection of our society. Until death.”
“Ivan Viari - Kalere”
“Ari Vaman – Saviza”
“Aria Aem – Pathaal”
“Hari Kolat - Kalere”
Vyrax paused longer before the last name.
“Kai Varyer - Pathaal” 
My head spun and I slipped off the bleacher, slamming my tailbone against concrete and sending zings of pain up my spine. 
He’d said he was coming home. 
Kai had promised he wasn’t accepting a promotion.
The relief of him being alive was coursing through me like lightning, but this…
His letter; the words I had burned into my mind…
I call for you, always. 
He wasn’t here –wasn’t ever coming home, was he?
I lifted myself back onto the bleacher, and cool air hit me at last.
“Good.” I muttered to myself, earning a concerned glance from an Aunty seated in front. 
Good. Let him thrive. Let him never learn what Triya did. Let him never learn what I failed to do. 
But how could I have been so naïve? 
To think that I’d win so much today – that I’d deserved it, even.
A gnawing ache churned inside, and I gripped my arms.
I call for you, always. 
What him and I have – had- in this wretched place, love, or whatever it was, was rare. 
A place full of ladders that kept you starving on the bottom rung. 
A place where your own flesh and blood sold you out.
A place Kai was now free of. 
The crowd erupted around me - the Vanars returning home slammed into the crowd, running into arms of cheering, sobbing family members, but I couldn’t hear them anymore. 
Their celebration felt a world away, as if I were watching through glass.  
Fuck.
Celebration - which meant that the High Councilor had moved on to the main event.
I snapped my head in Triya’s direction.
She was at the edge of her seat, grasping at a flailing Rian on her lap.
Her name hadn’t been called - yet.
My brother’s face contorted when he saw me, and he broke free, sprinting between the bleachers. 
A moment later, he slammed into my arms and hooked himself around my neck.
“I want to go home, Shy-Didi.I don’t like them.”
I set him on my lap, rubbed soothing lines on his back, and rested my cheek on his curls.
“I know my Riu, I’m sorry I left you.”
His pheromones calmed the hurricane in my soul, and I held him against me tighter. 
“Saanvi Reiol”
Curiosity -much as I hated its presence - weaved through me.
There were more female names than I had expected. 
“Amari Ryches”
The cheers escalated on her name. 
The damned Ryches - privileged, undeserving, brats - the lot of them. 
I forced deep breaths, as a hushed conversation began next to me.
“How are we supposed to meet quotas when they’re taking less candidates than ever before?”
“At least that means fewer assholes patrolling our streets.”
“ Lyle Kooner”
“And our final cadet -”
The stadium collectively tensed as the High Councilor scrutinized the last name, and time just- slowed.
I saw his mouth form the syllable of “Tr” , and my adrenaline kicked in, ready to play my part.
To play a shy, bride to be and walk over to the Parvers. 
“Trishan Avery”
Surely that was a mispronunciation. Triya rose in my periphery - and began moving towards the stage, duffel bag swung over her shoulder - thank the gods.
She held my gaze for a beat, giving me a sad smile and nodding towards the Parvers.
I schooled my own features expressionless. Let there be no doubts in her head - I was done with her. 
Governor Ryches leaned into the mike.
“Trishan Avery - please make your way to the stage”
A lanky, curly haired man towards the front of the stadium slowly rose and reluctantly grabbed the strap of his bag. 
My sister’s jaw dropped to the floor - along with her duffle bag, which slipped out of her hands – before waving furiously and yelling something towards the stage.
That was no slip of the tongue - she didn’t make it. 
Triya Arayn was not selected as Vanar.My hold of Rian loosened entirely, and my arms fell limp at my sides.
Every tumultuous emotion burning inside me halted, like a flame put out by a bucket of water. 
I rose, mechanically lifted my brother, and stepped over the bleachers towards Triya and handed him to her gently. 
She steadied him on her waist and gripped my shoulder with a stricken expression – yet another new emotion today. 
Panic. 
“Shyla, I know this is bad, but there must be a mistake. I’ll do an appeal -” Her lip quivered.
The last, fragile thread to my sanity snapped, and I bolted towards the stage.
Chapter 11
My right leg braced the stage.
My left hovered mid air.
And I was completely frozen.
In fact, everyone in my view was frozen - locked in expressions of teary-eyed pride like glazed ceramics set out to dry. 
A voice, low and deep, growled from behind me.
“In a moment - I’m going to free your mouth and you’ll have thirty seconds to explain.”
The voice moved around me now - and a cropped-haired, golden-eyed Siren stepped in front of me. 
Feeling returned to my tongue, and I didn’t hesitate.
“Arrest me.”
He arched an eyebrow.
“For attempted assault? Whatever you’re trying to protest won’t work. If your family member did not qualify, it was through a fair process of judgement.”
Family - what an apt way to describe Triya. 
“No - for illegal fishing outside of my caste zones. For harvesting marrow for Vesha. For harvesting class- x marrow for Kala Vesha.”
He made a breathy laugh.
“Well that’s -  reprehensible. You realize that bears a minimum of a hundred lashes and a fifteen-year labor- sentence?”
More than enough time for me to bypass the Sambood with Purvesh. Triya could offer herself up all she wanted, but I saw the way the Parvers looked at me. The way Dhiv undressed me with his eyes. 
“Yes - arrest me. Look at my hands and waist for proof.”
He stepped forward, gripped my unmoving fingers, and then flitted his eyes to my waist.
Something flickered across his face.
It disappeared just as quickly and the Siren snapped his fingers, freeing the rest of my body.
I tumbled forward onto the stage and frantically looked around.
Everyone else seemed to have shifted - ever so slightly, but still frozen. 
“Class - X beasts secrete maroon heme - but your fingers, and that scent coming off them - are pure violet.”
Well, shit.
Had I not speared what I thought I did this entire time? 
He stepped inches away from me, towering above my head. I looked up to meet his gaze – and his eyes were glowing.
“Which means you’ve harvested no ordinary class-x beast - but a Raksh. And recently it seems.”
I nearly cried with relief. It wasn’t a hallucination after all. 
“Yes - so you have what you need. Now chain me and send me to prison. Preferably, nowhere near here.” I said through gritted teeth. 
“Why?” He demanded.
The moon came into view at last, bathing my face in a reassuring light. 
I closed my eyes - who knew when I’d get to bask in this again.
“Asides from me committing a reprehensible crime - I want to be rid of a particularly dehumanizing contract.”
He furrowed his dark eyebrows momentarily, before inhaling deeply.
“A Sambood?”
I nodded.
“You can’t free yourself from debt through this - you’ll simply override the immediate years of the Sambood. Whoever did this -”
Surprisingly, there was anger in his tone.
“Can easily draw it up again once you are released.”
“Then, that’s a problem I have years to solve.”
He stepped back, contemplating, and looked out into the crowd, his eyes glazing over.
A minute later, he turned back to me, with the hint of a smirk on his face. 
“Have it your way - you will leave Kalere.”
He cocked his head towards the audience.
“And I suggest you grab whatever belongings you need - fast.”
Yes, because I had come packed for an impromptu trip to a labor-prison.
“And what on this green continent would I need to bring? I’m sure there are lovely accommodations waiting for me.”
I scoffed - humor and utter despair fighting for space in my head. But my Riu.My only family - the one pure thing in my life.  Daria would have to watch him. I’d write her a letter, explain everything - 
He snapped his fingers again, turning his back to me, and roaring the rest of the stadium back to life.
“Shyla Arayn is it?” He glanced over his shoulder, and his voice was nothing less than a command. 
How he knew that was beyond my comprehension.
“You’re not going to prison - you’re cadet number twenty nine.”
Okay, now I was hallucinating. 
“Sorry - did you say cadet?” 
As in - a Vanar?
The real cadets on stage started to take note of my presence, pointing and whispering. 
The Siren didn’t flinch.
“I’m offering you 120,000 divans. Pay off your debt, by actually paying off your debt.”
“You don’t even know HOW much my debt is! That’s not enough to cover what we owe. We’re drowning -”
He raised a hand, cutting me off.
“Well then that’s a problem you have years to solve.”
++++
I’d been given heartbeat to say goodbye – and I’d said it to Rian alone. 
Something along the lines of me going on the big trip instead of Triya, and loving him more than all the stars in the sky - all the stars - even the ones we couldn’t see. 
He’d instantly bawled, and I couldn’t linger around to watch.
Triya had been a statue, which made it easy to take her duffle bag. Whatever was in there would have to suffice.
Next thing I knew, I was grabbing onto the air-ladders suspended from planes already in flight.
The other twenty-eight cadets had easily climbed up the wobbling stairs, while I’d hung on for dear life on the bottom rung – praying desperately to the holy-sea. 
Seven hours had passed since then.
On board, I passed my time vomiting and contemplating my choices, while the other cadets slept soundly. 
Trained cadets who were now forced to accommodate me - pure, undeserving, unwilling incompetence.
The thought of that, the thought of Kai and I meeting under these circumstances, and the damned turbulence; my insides were doing acrobatics and taking turns tossing anything and everything up my esophagus. 
What were we, even? 
Was he forced into a promotion?
Was his silence a way of sending me another kind of message?
My face was now plastered to the window - savoring the welcoming cold of the glass - when dawn finally broke, and the landscape beneath me started to illuminate. 
We were passing over a patchwork quilt of greenery – multi-colored, lush, green squares, that grew all the mouthwatering foods we clawed for in Kalere. Tea plantations, cattle farms, chocolate, oranges – my stomach grumbled.
Until sadness eclipsed it again. The sun was rising, and somewhere on Kalere beach, Amalia Ryches was buying the piece of land I’d dreamed of for years.
I exhaled heavily, shaking free stray tears from my eyes.
And here I was - all because a Siren with an inexplicable penchant for charity took pity on me. A stranger, who offered me more generosity than my own sister.  
My heart lurched at the word. 
I finally started dozing off when I was interrupted by a gentle tap on my shoulder.
A Siren - female- was holding a tray with one hand, and steadying a cart with another.
“Morning cadet! Since you are awake - may I offer you some breakfast?”
She beamed, her golden eyes catching the sun rays. 
“Um, sure.”
My voice was hoarse - I was desperately parched.
“Beans or sausage?”
“Um -whatever tastes better. And - some water, please.”
Beggars shouldn’t be choosers - but if I was headed towards certain death, I could at least do it with a satiated belly.
She tucked in the pleated shawl of her uniform - teal blue and connected to a pair of matching pants - and swapped out her tray before handing me a full one. 
I settled it on my lap and tore into the stuffed- puff pastry, the top layers singing the roof of my mouth.
She remained in front of me, curiously watching me eat. 
“My - you look like you haven’t eaten in days. Can I offer you another?”
She leaned forward, the smell of her strong perfume flooding my nose, and whispered softly.
“Just don’t tell anyone - we’re told to ration these portions.”
I smiled - a genuine stable smile - and shook my head.
“That’s alright - I’m full. Thank you for offering.”
She swayed playfully on her heels and huffed a breath.
“I’m sorry - it's just my first day on this job. I know you all are awfully skilled, and strong, and I’d hate to seem- incompetent.”
“Mhm.” I tilted my face down - sleep was creeping up on me again.
She continued.
“Sirenes - we aren't supposed to work, you know. It’s a lesser-caste thing to do, unless you’re a male. It took giving up an entire social season to get my parents to -”
I fell asleep. 
Chapter 12
I woke up to hushed chatter around me.
“She’s just going to slow us down - what the fuck are we gonna do on challenge zero if she straggles mid-air?!”
“Keep your voice down-”
“Like I give a fuck!”
“I say we off her now - I have ferox on me , we can mix it into some coffee -oh don’t look at me like that.”
“The herbal oil? Okay smartass, unless you hauled up a gallon of pure ferox, all you’ll do is put her back to sleep.”
“She might surprise you all.”
I stared at them now - wide eyed, and waved my hands. 
“Guys - I can hear you.” I said, my voice straining. 
The last one who spoke - Amari Ryches- smirked. She brushed aside her blue-tipped bangs, revealing an eyebrow piercing, and turned to the black haired, male-cadet.
The one who kindly suggested they poison me.
“Why don’t you elaborate on your ideas to off her?”
Pure hatred brewed in his eyes- but he said nothing.
It brewed in my own eyes as I glared at Amari. The woman whose sister, whose family sanctioned everything that went wrong in my life. 
But I held my tongue. 
Another man - bronze haired and freckled - spoke instead, with softness in his voice. 
“Look, it’s not personal. We had some hesitations with your sister-”
He glanced around, nodding at the other cadets, as if encouraging them to agree.
“But she proved us wrong.”
He shook his head, as if surprised at his own admission.
“And then what happened? She didn’t make it did she? We give you all the impression that you have a shot at joining us - but to be one of us? You’d have to be exceptional. ”
Amari coughed out “asshole”. 
“Am I saying something wrong? Let’s be practical now, she won’t be around long enough to go and broadcast this to South Kalere.”
He turned back to me, his gaze revealing what was hidden a moment ago - contempt. 
“Your sister, with her commendable efforts, didn't make it. Because South-Kalerians do.not.belong.here. And yet you… -”
The plane lurched, and an announcement sounded.
“Cadets - this is your pilot speaking. It is 1700 and we are approaching the Kinara Zone. We are approximately 45 minutes out from the base camp drop spot. Please commence challenge zero readiness and - ”
My stomach lurched – not the Kinara Zone. The edge of the mortal world – and the border of Pathaal. With the Setu bridge unstable once again – this was a one way ticket. 
The announcement clicked off and a flurry of activity started. The cadets began unlatching overhead compartments, pulling out uniform zippered bags, and securing their duffle bags with belts.
They moved in beautiful unison - as if rehearsed.I gulped - because this was rehearsed. Drilled, over and over again in training sessions that Triya went to - not me. 
Amari finished and looked at me, before turning to the others.
“You all realize we’re going to get penalized up the ass if one of us dies on challenge zero right?”
The black-haired jerk replied, shaking his head.
“Penalized not whipped. Cadets don’t get corporal punishments, remember?”
Yeah, we’re the ones who so generously dole them out.
He scoffed and crossed his arms confidently “Her not knowing what to do and falling to her death is an entirely different story.”
My stomach dropped as I realized what challenge zero was. 
We were jumping out of this plane.
The cadet looked back in my direction and saluted me with a smirk before sitting down.
“I’d say it was nice knowing you - but that’d be a lie.”
Oh my gods. 
Amari tapped her foot impatiently and braced her hands on her hips. I could feel her contemplating her next move, until she stepped forward, aggressively pulling me up by the shoulders.
“You’re going to owe me big time for this - Ar-  Amazen is it?.”
A cadet behind her groaned in protest.
She opened the overhead compartment above my head, and then swiftly repeated the same maneuver - securing the zippered bag to my back, and my duffel bag to my waist. 
I was stunned - frozen - by my own shock. She was trying to help?
Amari then pried my hand open and placed a handle attached to the zipper bag.
“You’ll go last, so count 15 seconds from your jump before pulling the ripcord and then - arch your back as much as possible before you grab my hand - I’ll reach out for you. Once we drop into Pathaal – gravity will start to act differently, and the group may spin. You keep holding on, that’s it.  Understood?”
I repeated her words verbatim in my head - yes it made sense - but without any prior application?
The only thing I really understood was that she couldn’t pronounce my last name to save her life.
“Cadets - we are now thirty minutes out. All clear.”
The bronze haired cadet rose and leveled a look in my direction, before throwing open a door marked “emergency exit”.
Immediately, everyone grabbed onto their seats while I tumbled straight towards the opening to the sky.
Chapter 13
The scene ahead of me was a blurry white, and I all but accepted my fate, until my duffel strap caught something that yanked me backwards.
Not something - someone - Amari.
“Gods - below, your stress reaction has to be fight or flight, NOT freeze!” She screamed at me, her words obscured by the roaring of the outside winds. 
My heart pounded in my throat - she just saved my life. 
So she doesn’t get penalized. 
The bronze-haired man, unfazed, stood steadily in front of the doorway, hands braced above the words EXIT.
He then mumbled “Hail Viranad” before jumping out of the plane. 
“Wait!” I yelled after him, and turned around to the others.
“The pilot said we had thirty minutes! What’s happening?”
A female cadet, who was quiet until now, finally spoke, her braids violently whipping around her face.
“It’s thirty minutes for us as a temporary squadron to disembark and land.”
She looked nervously at the others.
“We go one after another, do the air spins, and we’re scored on how well we land.”
“We’re scored by how many of us survive. Which you imbeciles act like doesn’t matter.” Amari piled on.
She patted my back and whispered in my ear, as the next cadet inched forward in his seat and rose. 
“Breathe, focus on this task in front of us, now.”
I took a deep inhale, and continued to watch in horror as the cadets began jumping after each other, in faster increments. 
I swayed to the right and my duffle bag swung down.
The plane was circling violently – because it had no where to land on the bridge, and no way down.
All while cadets were jumping out of it. 
My moment of thought cost me and Amari was at the exit now.
I was next.
She looked at me sternly. “ Count ten beats after I go, and then jump - hands and feet out. Remember what I told you- !”
She leapt immediately.
I lost a couple seconds staring dumbfounded after her. 
“Four, five, six, seven-” I forced myself up on seven and attempted to brace myself on the exit sign.
Except, there was no exit sign.
My hands coolly missed the doorframe and found air, and so did the rest of my body - as I tilted forward too soon, and tripped out of the aircraft.
“GODS!!!”
My scream was stifled by a punishing assault of cold air as I was thrown into free fall.
Pure terror flooded me – my eyes were being stitched shut by ropes of wind while my organs somersaulted inside of my body.
All while I plummeted towards an unseen ground in an unknown realm. 
Amari’s instructions - like a heavenly voice - rang in my head.
Count 15 seconds from your jump before pulling the ripcord
Wet clouds whipped past me, numbing my fingers, my face, and my thoughts. 
Breathe, focus on this task in front of us now. 
Ripcord. Pull the ripcord. The handle that was still glued to my palms. 
I yanked it and a force wrenched me backwards instantly.
My whole body caved inwards into a fetal position as the parachute deployed, wind bellowing against the fabric. 
Arch your back.
But I couldn’t. The force pushing my body inwards was too strong – that ,or my back muscles simply couldn’t move in the other direction.
I finally got my eyes open to a squint, while a cold, small hand intertwined with mine. Relief pummeled through me.
“Got you!”
Amari.
I made a mental note to apologize to her. About how horribly wrong I was about her. 
How Amalia being my rival should not have clouded my judgement about her sibling. 
I clasped her hand tight but something jerked us forward.
“Fuck – we’ve dropped in Pathaal!” She screamed .“Our parachute cords are tangling!”
I barely had time to process the sentence before another cadet collided into us. 
Then another, and another - until it was our entire squadron, all eight of us.
We were a violent mess of limbs, fabric, and rope. Some cursed while others shouted orders, but the wind swallowed everything.
Amari’s voice - high pitched now - sounded above the others.
“EVERYONE REPEAT AFTER ME - ONE BY ONE - AMAZEN GO LAST”
She flipped backwards, and the tension between our cords loosened.
Then, one by one, the others did it - until it was finally my turn.
With a tuck of my pelvis, I was able to do it too , and the last parachute - mine - untangled until the canopy faced inwards like the others.
I grasped Amari’s hand to my left, and another cadet’s to my right, whose face I didn’t care to take in. 
The group steadied and the clouds broke through - revealing a shimmering blanket of black below us getting closer.
I stared past the cadet to my right, heart pounding, and took a slow, deep inhale.
The sky was breathtaking, unlike anything I’d ever seen before - flushed with a turquoise ombre of colors. If I hadn’t spent most of this drop consumed with crippling terror, I might have actually enjoyed it.
A thumb gently stroked over my left fingers, and I turned back to Amari.
I had to tell her - how eternally grateful I was.
“Are you alright?” I asked, realizing too late how stupid that sounded.
She laughed. “You’re seriously asking me that? You’re welcome, newbie. When we land, I’ll go over the upcoming challenges and we’ll practi -”
A hair-raising sound, like nails grating against a chalkboard interrupted, and she gingerly looked upwards.
“Amazen, don’t freak out, but it looks like my parachute cord is tearing - just hold on to me tightly, and we should be okay.”
Her belt attachment began to slowly slide up her torso, while her body started shifting downwards.
I immediately freed my hands to help her, just as we were hit by a blinding gust of wind.
It was dirty - full of sand that tore at my eyes, blurring my vision and making our group spin.
“Amari!” I yelled out for her.
“Help - my belt!” Her voice was muffled - like something was covering her mouth. 
Another sound interrupted- a snap.
Like a branch breaking.
“What the fuck was that?” A male voice yelled.
The sky calmed, revealing a sight that made my blood go cold. 
Amari’s head hung backwards at an impossible angle, held awkwardly by a tangle of ropes and straps.
Something wet trickled onto my hand  when I finally grasped her arm.
It was blood - dripping out of her ears. 
I shook her once, then again, and again. 
Nothing.
The braided haired cadet started crying.
Our feet finally found purchase, and we collectively skidded on the black, sandy ground.
 The parachutes followed suit - floating slowly down in an array of colors
And Amari just sank to her knees, lifeless. 
I reached out for her with shivering hands and cradled her head, as the black haired cadet stepped forward to check her pulse. 
“What a fucking shame.”
He braced his own neck and staggered backwards.
“What a siren-damned fucking shame.” He repeated, rage biting every word.
“This should have been YOU southy - you fucking waste of life!”
He pointed at me for a heartbeat before lunging, but the bronze haired cadet held him back.
“Lyle don’t! We can’t afford to get penalized - more than we already will be. Save your breath - we have a long walk ahead of us.”
He cocked his head in the opposite direction, towards a faint collection of shapes in the far, far, distance, beyond wobbling waves of heat.
Base camp.
Still clutching Amari, my stomach churned violently, and I heaved up the contents of my stomach. 
“Well that’s charming. Bringing her is on you Arayn.” The bronze haired one sneered.
The world narrowed to a cruel silence, and the cadets started folding up their parachutes and moving ahead.
Tears streamed down my face.
This should have been me. This should have been me.
This should have been me.



Chapter 14
Key edits needed- Shyla has now entered Pat – what is the desert like? What is the world like here? How do the levels work?
I never realized how disorienting sand could be.
Back home, it was everything. Soft enough to caress splintered feet, but sturdy enough to anchor the canoe. 
It was the doorway to the sea.To water.
This sand was anything but. 
The color of midnight with the texture of powdered rocks –every open inch of my skin was caked in it, and it mixed with my sweat, trickling down crevices of my body I couldn’t reach to itch. 
Is this all that Pathaal was? Infinite desert?
Fuck me. 
Base camp - our supposed safe haven - was still a blur of dull beige shapes getting no closer to us and dragging Amari’s body while sweating off every bit of water in my system didn’t exactly help.
But I wasn’t alone, thanks to the braided-haired cadet, who introduced herself as Mira and offered to hook one of Amari’s cords to her own waist. 
Though, she wasn’t pulling very much weight.
We were embarrassingly behind the others- who were soldiering on, braving the terrain with perfect, upright postures.
Once the sun had set, they had all put on uniform hoods, and strange looking goggles -no doubt for some sort of sand-protection or night vision.
I was far too exhausted to try to dig them out of Triya’s clunky duffle bag, if she’d even packed it, and risk losing sight of them.
Every whistle of wind made me look over my shoulder - who knew what prowled in this desert.I could manage the monsters in the ocean - but here?
I swayed for a beat.Water. I needed water.
I tried conserving the flask we were issued on the plane, but the drying out of my tongue was making me choke.
A sip every hour - that’s all I let myself have.
But I needed more. 
“I have some extra water - but we need to conserve it. Camp is still a solid hour away.” Mira whispered, steadying my back.
She tipped a flask I didn’t realize she was carrying to my lips, but only air trickled out.
“Shoot.” She said.
I gave her a tight-lipped smile.
No point in talking and drying out the last vestiges of moisture in my body.
An hour to go.
I could do this.
Hike for another blinding hour in the desert while I dragged the body of my rivals - sister – turned-almost-friend.
If that’s what she was.
I wondered how the Ryches would receive the news. 
What were they even thinking - sending one of their precious, privileged children to this death camp? Didn’t their caste excuse them from the quotas?
Conscription was supposed to be a voluntary act for them… Unless it wasn’t.
Time - minutes - hours - I was heavily disoriented now - passed, and it was night.
A howl of wind hit again, bringing a thick blanket of sand that nearly went through my ears, and pushing me to my knees. 
I spat a salty, powdery mix out of my mouth, and when I finally stood again - 
Oh no.
The cadets in front of me were gone, and so was Mira.
I frantically swiveled around me, the cords digging into my waist, and nearly colliding with Amari’s body.
There was emptiness all around - everyone had disappeared into the night.
I called out the only names I knew.
“Mira!! Lyle! Where are you guys?”
A gentle wind whistled back, and panic rippled through my chest.Wherever they were - they were gone.
So this was it then. 
Now I was to what? Starve with a corpse? Get shredded to bits by whatever lived out here?I’d rather have drowned in the holy sea or been taken under by the Raksh. 
A death by water would have at least been honorable. But who the fuck was I kidding.
The last drop of honor I had evaporated the moment I offered myself up for arrest, and abandoned Riu.
My eyes burned and my thoughts strayed back to Kai, before fading to nothingness.Silence – I needed silence. 
A memory trickled in. Just a voice – my mother’s voice, sweet, stern, and so alto-toned my heart ached for it.It came in the old tongue, the one we were Siren-forbidden to speak.
Marubhoomiyude padangal vellamillathe padikkanam
She’d taught me the language in bits and pieces, when she’d oil my hair. 
But this phrase - she’d say it, and then say - 
“There’s so much water around us, Shy. But take it away, and that’s when you’ll really learn.”
Marubhoomi.
Dead - land.
Desert.
The meaning hit me at last.
The lessons of the desert must be learned without water
I took the flask out of my pocket and shook it. A few droplets of water remained.
I slowly unlatched it - and flipped it over, letting the last bits of my survival drip onto the darkening sand.
Then, I got up and ran.
Chapter 15
A minute into my sprint I was hit with what I could only describe as liquid air.
An invisible wall of something viscous- thicker than water, with a metallic tang I couldn’t place - that I managed to cut through.
My movements were slowed, but I was moving - forward, into the unknown.
The sensation halted abruptly, and my feet found ground as I skidded to a stop.
Amaris' body collided painfully against my calves, and I squinted, my eyes adjusting to strange, glowing sources of light around me.
This was actual, paved ground, not sand.
I tipped my chin back up, only to see the same view of camp in the far distance.
So much for that.
But then, it started flickering, and gaining brightness with an eerie glow, like the moving pictures projected in Kalere theatre, until it stopped, and the scene went pitch black. 
“Hello!” 
Something was happening. Something had to be happening. 
A blinding light burst in front of me in response, fading out and revealing two men, dressed in tailored, black uniforms, perched on two wooden stools. One of them yawned loudly.
Vanars!
Hot and cold erupted inside me… after years of being taught to fear them, feeling relief at the sight of them was, odd. 
Behind them was a dimly lit pathway of bowl-oil torches, the glow illuminating rows of oddly shaped buildings flanking either side. 
“Well, that’s one way to do it.”
“They all could do it - but no one wants the penalty.”
“This carries a penalty too?”
“You didn’t know shroud-breaking carried - ”
I tuned out their conversation at first, familiarity creeping into my limbs, hunching my neck and averting my eyes. 
Don’t draw attention
But I was here to become one of them, not hide from their gaze. 
“Hey!” I interrupted
They turned to me, utterly uninterested.
“I just hiked through this desert  …. And before that I fell from… -” I flimsily pointed to the starlit sky; every word I spoke took mustering up energy I didn’t have.
Gods – who cared about my journey. I just wanted it to be over.
“Just help me understand what’s going on. I’m right here - talk to me, not about me. Please.”
The taller man raked a hand through his hair, revealing a golden tattoo snaking up his forearm.
“Ok, cadet - follow us, and leave the deadweight behind.”
Amari.
My fingers trembled as I unhooked her from my waist, taking an extra minute to study her face. Her vibrant hair that seemed to already be fading, her cracked lips, and the dried blood peppered with sand in the lines of her neck.
I’d pulled her all this way like she was an extension of me. 
Would she get sent home at least? When would the Ryches - 
“Cadet - respectfully, you are last to come through, and you are holding up the ceremony.” The same Vanar tsked, tapping his foot impatiently. His partner had already begun walking ahead.
I forced myself to let her go and followed the two men down the path.
Paved, concrete strips weaved in and out of a primary pathway, creating a patchwork of glimmering sand, surrounded by repeating rows of metallic roofed buildings. 
They were uniquely shaped - cylindrical but sliced in half and planted face-down into the ground.
I’d never seen structures like that in Kalere, but I shook the thought off. I couldn’t afford to ache for home, not yet. 
The path eventually began winding, and the rows of buildings went on endlessly. If my eyes weren’t wide open, I’d think I was in some kind of dream. 
An illusion. 
Fear cut through my exhaustion.
The elders in the village rambled off nonsense most of the time, but one rumor stuck out in my head. 
My already parched throat went further dry, and I gagged.
The other Vanar turned around and shook his head.
“Okay - I have no hopes about this crop. We’re not taking you to your execution or whatever intrusive thought crossed your mind.”
Was I truly that easy to read, or did something else just happen? Regardless, the tightness in my abdomen loosened, and we turned a sharp corner - and a larger glow of light loomed ahead.
There was a pit - enormous, like Kalere stadium, but dug into the ground, with steps and bleachers made of hardened sand. The same torches illuminated rows of descending seats, with a flattened stage at the very bottom. 
The Vanar motioned me towards a row of familiar faces; Lyle, and the cadets from the plane. 
He gave me a repulsed look and inched over when I sat down. I gave him a tight- lipped smile back. Hoped I was dead, didn’t you?
Mira was nowhere to be seen, oddly.
“Welcome cadets. You’ve crossed the shroud and completed challenge zero.” Someone on the stage projected.
My eyes finally focused on the stage – and I caught another familiar face – the Siren who put me in this fucking predicament, decked out in his finest, obsidian leathers. 
“I’ll skip the pleasantries. You know where you are, and you think you know what you’ve signed up for.”
I gulped and clenched my fists. 
“You are Kalerian and Savizan civilians. Dare I say children?”
He scoffed.
“You think you’ve left that all behind for a great, and lucrative honor. You think you’ll get to show off your abilities honed in your backyards, and play the hero against our most ancient enemy. Better yet, you think you’ll survive these four years, and be welcomed home - rich.”
“Fuck yeah I do.” Lyle piped up next to me.
“Understand this now - you are nothing but a transaction. We vetted you to provide a service, and for that you will get paid. There is no glory waiting at the other end.”
The crowd murmured with disappointment.
“If you survive, you’ll be forgotten, and if you die, you’ll be honored momentarily – and eventually forgotten.”
He paused again, his eyes briefly flickering to mine. 
I must have imagined that.
“What you do possess is an opportunity to serve a cause greater than yourselves. Your nation, and the safety of the ones that come after you.”
He stepped away from the center of the stage and moved towards a concrete pedestal at the back right, and leaned against it, crossing his arms. 
He then tipped his chin towards a Vanar I couldn’t see, who approached, carrying what looked a heavy, stone bowl, and placed it on top of the pedestal. 
“Well that was full of motivation and clarity.” I said out loud, by mistake.
A cadet with light brown hair and twinkling blue eyes in front turned to me with an agreeing smile.
I nodded at her briefly, but focused back on finding Mira, scanning the rows I could see meticulously.
Where in the holy-sea was this girl?
A second Vanar approached the bowl-carrying one, and gently tapped on his neck.
“Thank you, Commander. Cadets- there is a change this year to the probationary challenges. Your temporary squadron will be immediately disbanded tonight, and you will be placed in your permanent ones. To enable this, we will do the saltwater ceremony.”
Protests roared throughout the amphitheater.
“What the FUCK was the point of challenge zero?”
I was fixated on what the Vanar had done a moment ago. A human just used gill projection to speak.
How was that possible?
“Silence”
The Siren was speaking again.
The Vanar presenting shifted awkwardly. “Commander Ryod, respectfully, I can handle -”
He looked around embarrassed, before double tapping on his neck, and resuming his conversation in a normal tone that I couldn’t hear.
So that’s what his name was - Commander Ryod. 
He ignored him and stood up anyway.
“Shame that gift was wasted on you. Cadets - your evaluations were not averaged, but assessed individually. Post your assignments , you are to move to your bunkers, where your scores will be available. ”
Well shit.
In the words of Amari - I was about to get penalized up the ass. 
Chapter 16
The golden circlet glinted on my wrist, near perfectly blending in with my bangle.
Except this wasn’t gold at all - it was a tattoo, singed onto my skin after that “ceremony”.
We’d been silently lined up, forced to prick our right thumbs, and dunk our hands into a murky bowl of water muddled with the blood of the cadets before.
They’d called it adya - the first honor.
I’d slowly lowered my hand into the bowl, and was met with an instant burning sensation on my wrist, and when I retracted my hand - I’d already been branded.
Then, we’d been assigned quonset huts with our permanent squadrons, and organized into what they called Ravens. 
I couldn’t get the pronunciation right- apparently it wasn’t the same as the ominous, sharp-beaked birds that perched above the temple yard. 
Ravine? Ravan?
Two “ravens” formed a unit I didn’t want to attempt to sound out loud. 
There were four of them, organized by year, and apparently, the upcoming probationary challenges would determine our year 1 captains.
The adya throbbed on my skin, as if the more I thought, the more it wanted to melt me from the inside out.
It knew that I didn’t belong here.
I finally climbed the steps into our half-cylindrical quonset hut - the last to go in.
I’d hoped we’d be heading straight to bed, with some sort of forced lights out, but our unit was downright raucous.
Most of them dumping their duffle bags half-hazardly, whooping, cheering, and downright tackling each other.
The rows of black-framed cots were preassigned, topped with a neat pile of our issues, linens, and documents which I guessed were our scores.
A grating, familiar voice laughed behind me, and the skin on my arms pricked. 
“Congrats on making it this far southy - for your reward, we’ve made sure your bed is as cozy as can be.”
I whipped around, ready to damn near punch Lyle in the throat, when I saw what was happening on the cot next to him.
A stocky looking cadet was urinating on it, looking at me with a weasley, self-satisfied grin.
Heat instantly flooded up my jaw, when something odd happened.
The scene - the cadets all around me - froze.
Even the one pissing- his stream of pee caught in an arc, the smug smile stuck on his lips. 
“Well that is twice in a row. Considering you have nothing, you’re building a long list of favors you owe me.” 
The Siren- Commander Ryod, stepped around to face me, and my breath hitched.
He was dressed casually now, grey cargo pants and a fitted black shirt, and aside from the slight point of his ears, he looked almost too human. Embroidered on the top left of his shirt was C.Ryod with multiple stars. 
Too attractive to be doing all of this for someone like me. 
“Why are you trying to help me?” I cut to the point.
“We value honor and discipline here Cadet Arayn - you think I’d let someone urinating on a cadets bed get away with it? You should be grateful - unlike other organizations…”
He nearly spat at the word
“We do not tolerate harassment.”
“I…” I paused, suddenly disoriented by the conversation.
“I am grateful.”
Fuck that.
“No - that’s a lie. I’m not grateful. You took away my agency - you forced me here. I could have died, twice!”
He looked at me amused, the gold in his eyes twinkling.
“It’s no shocker they’re out to get me. I'm a weak link! And you know what’s the worst? Just as I started to be open to all of this, my fate – a cadet, dare I say a friend, died in my fucking arms. Died trying to save me!”
Rage shook my vision, but I calmed it with a deep inhale. 
“That’s part of the job description, Vanar.”
There was empathy in his eyes for a beat, but then he looked away disinterested, and studied the urinating cadet. 
He snapped his fingers - but nothing happened, nothing I could see, at least. 
I continued. “And my other maybe - friend – whoever she was - managed to just disappear. Is that part of the job description too?”
His sighed and he turned back to me.
“Do you not know anything about Pathaal’s desert?”
“What?”
The commander shook his head, and he looked exasperated.
“This friend who disappeared - did their name have a Mira or Maya in it?”
“How did you know that?”
He whistled low and made his way towards the metallic framed door.
“I’ve got my work cut out for me.”  He mumbled.
“Excuse me?”
“When I snap my fingers - those thendis will find their cots doused in their own urine. And from here on - any act of retaliation within the walls of this quonset will carry triple the penalties.”
He locked eyes with me for a second, before opening the door.
“Get some rest.”
“Wait! Where is Mira? Is she lost in the desert somewhere?”
“Oh she’s in the desert alright.” He said flatly. 
My heart sank.
Another cadet - dead by my incompetence.
“It’s my fault-” I choked out. 
“She doesn’t exist, cadet.”
I stared back at him. 
“Here’s a fundamental rule of the desert - don’t be fooled by mirages, no matter how friendly they seem.”
Mirage?
As in….an illusion.
No way - just absolutely no way. She was next to me, I felt her, I smelled her. She spoke to me, interacted with others, helped me for crying out loud. 
Except she hadn’t.
A sobering realization crashed down - the inability to pull any of Amari’s weight, the flask with no water. The hollow kindness and support she offered me.
I was utterly alone here. 
I went as motionless as the cadets around me, and Ryod snapped his fingers.
Lyle screamed. 
–
My new cot was right besides the entrance, tucked between two, small square windows carved into the metal interior.
The walls were captivating- carved head to toe with intricate, geometrical patterns that moved through shapes and symbols I’d never seen before.
A story made of steel. 
Of course, it was easy to study all this with a keen eye, when sleep eluded you and the moon lit up the space. 
The snoring, on the other hand, was unbearable. 
They’d said these assignments - squadrons –ravens- what not- were done at random, mixing Kalerian and Savizan cadets together to diversify our strengths throughout probation and field exercises. 
The branding on our wrists, however,  told a different story. Every other cadet in here had a plain, circular golden tattoo like myself, while the others had some sort of motif - a series of sharp peaks or curvy waves sprouting out.
I yawned. 
Finally, a wave of tiredness. 
Too bad I’d need to get up in two hours.
We’d each been handed documentation that could only be read by the given cadet. To all others, the parchment looked blank.
Mine, unsurprisingly, had an abysmal score, which translated into how early I’d need to be up for daily drills.
Four AM.
I was docked for poor landing form, shroud impacting, failure to detect a mirage…
The last word made my face heat.
Mirage.
The Siren- damned magic powering this place had no rhyme or rhythm. There were no Amara gems in sight, yet these structures had to be powered by something. The Vanars within the safe walls of training camp were granted Siren- exclusive abilities, and yet the new cadets were left to their devices in the desert. 
Left to be tricked or left for dead.
Most perplexing of all, the Sirens themselves supposedly had unbound power, power to freeze time evem, and yet they needed us - regular humans to fight an immortal enemy.  
And my sister…
Thinking of her was like being pricked by a poisonous spear.
I had to write to Daria first thing in the morning. I couldn’t trust Rian with her. 
Kai.
His name ricocheted off my mind's walls, desperate for a home in the stream of chaotic thoughts in my exhausted mind, but I forced him away.
My eyes finally weighed shut with the thought of  my little brother - the sweetness of his voice, the warmth of his little hugs, and the smell of his hair..
When my eyes opened again - it was 3:45.

Chapter 17
Oh, the joy of being outdoors right before a blue hour, in the middle of the Sirene desert.
The sky was still pitch black and we needed ample torchlight to see each other's sleep-deprived faces. 
There were five of us, ordered to stand three feet apart each in a semicircle, each marked in our parchments as grade A cadets. 
A for atrophic - representing the worst of our unit at risk of wasting away or getting amputated.
That was the explanation given to us by the grumpy, second year Vanar ahead of us. 
I was unsure if that was literal.
He wore an outfit similar to what Ryod sported last night – except he was far smaller in stature -  and repeatedly stretched his hamstrings, giving us no further instruction on what to do. 
They’d placed us all in the same squadron - I assumed to guarantee an early demise for the bottom of the barrel. 
So much for random assignments.
I looked to my left and right - I didn’t recognize most of them, meaning they had to be Savizan, except for one. 
Trishan Avery – the freckled, trembling cadet who somehow had outranked my sister for a reason I didn’t know nor cared to find out. Another version of me would have hated him – despite Triya’s literal bone-breaking efforts, he beat her. 
A version of me that wasn’t betrayed by my only sister – 
The second year Vanar ahead of us yawned loudly again and moved to toe-touches.
“Sir - are you putting on a show for us? I’m flexible too, I can touch my toes, amongst other things -”
The cadet to the far right with short-cropped auburn hair, winked and crossed her arms, her muddied, ill-fitting uniform crinkling up her elbows.
As probationary cadets, we were issued old uniforms of prior years; coarse, canvas silhouettes that were a pasty green, with worn, heavy combat boots covered in a healthy splattering of stains.
We looked like a barnacle colony growing on a rusty anchor.  
“Ah…” The second year clucked his tongue and picked up the clipboard near his feet.
“Zoya Maz is it? You’ll go first.”
“First for what -”
An ear-splitting screech hit the air, fired from a silvery firearm the Vanar had suddenly pointed behind us - towards a borderline of camp. 
“Your daily drills this week are simple - impact the shroud, one by one, find and process the water check point, and come back. The check point will move within a given radius each day, but if you make a mistake - the checkpoint will move further out into the desert.”
“Could you kindly clarify how to impact a shroud? Those of us in oppressed castes weren’t provided the same kind of training as you lot- “ A cadet to the left of me, with long, braided hair like myself, although lighter colored, glared at the second year. 
There wasn’t a point of making friends in this sweaty, sandy, hellhole - but her… maybe, she and I could get along. 
Maybe.
“I’m sure one of your grade-A mates will be thoughtful enough to explain it to you…. Sohini Saet. You’ll go second”
She glared and shook her head.
The cadet to the far left of me, with thick-framed glasses and buzzed hair cleared his throat.
“If I may… he fired a soundgun at the shroud. I can’t pinpoint the decibels on the pitch alone, but..”
He counted on his fingers 
“… I estimate we have about fifteen minutes to impact the shroud… so three minutes each. It causes a temporary instability in the shroud, so you’ll need to match that and slowly exit, and I mean slowly, one finger at time-”
“And you’re down by thirty seconds just with that explanation. Cadet Naeem Kumar, you’ll go third. Tik tok - Cadet Maz.”
Zoya widened her eyes, and her lips parted momentarily before she broke into a sprint, leaving a cloud of sand behind her. 
“Trishan Avery you’ll go third…” 
Trishan chewed furiously on his bottom lip, hunching his shoulders, as if he was trying to camouflage into the night.
“And lastly… you.” The second year narrowed his eyes on me.
“Didn’t see your name on the rosters before this – Cadet Shyla Arayn. You’ll be last.”
“Yes that’s because- ”
“I didn’t ask for an explanation. You’re up, Cadet Saet. He pointed his pen in her direction.”
She tapped her foot for a beat, levelling a look at me.
“It was one finger at a time, right? Ah – fuck it.”
She ran – a bit oddly, with somewhat of a limp in her right foot, but faster than Zoya did, he braid whipping at her back.
The glasses- wearing one, Naeem, was rhythmically tapping two fingers on his thigh, like he was precisely timing his turn. 
I tried to match it for my own reference, but something clouded my ears – a subtle, arrhythmic thudding. Like the sand beneath me had a pulsing heartbeat of its own. I grabbed my ear-lobe and shook, and it stopped. 
What felt like a few minutes later, Naeem sprinted towards the camp-shroud.
My eyebrows furrowed and I turned to the second year.
“Excuse me - can we get some advice? Any at all? How long will this take? What did you mean by process the water check point?”
He ignored me and nodded towards Trishan, who mumbled something under his breath.
Amazing.
I grimaced and twisted at my bangle.
“See?” Trishan whispered to me. I jolted - I didn’t realize he’d stepped right behind me. 
“See what?” 
“They’re not just trying weed out weak Vanars, they’re trying to find weak civilians. They want to perfect society – this race – create something else…” His lips trembled, and I took a cautious couple steps back.
Oh, Gods. 
“Cadet Avery – you’re leaving yourself and Arayn with less than 5 minutes to impact the shroud. I suggest you both run together now.”
“I’m not doing this!” He yelled, his voice straining.
My heart rate accelerated. 
“Look, I’m leaving with or without you, Trishan.” I said sternly. “Stay back in camp if you’re scared.”
He lunged—shoving me so hard I hit the ground elbows first, pain shooting up both arms.
Before I could react, he was on me, trying to pin my wrists down.
“What are you doing!” My heart thundered.
No. Please. No. 
I rolled over, slipping out of his sweaty gasp, and placing myself on top of him. 
I knee’d him in the balls, he screamed, and a heartbeat later, I was sprinting. 
His voice cracked like a whip from behind me.
“It’s trap! They want us to do this! It’s a trap!”
I exhaled heavily through my mouth, and raced forward, focusing on the silver, boulder like shape gaining size ahead of me. 
That had to be it – the disruption in the shroud. 
I halted five feet from it – it was at least double my height and width, and beyond it, I heard a muffle of voices. 
One finger at a time.
I dipped my pinky finger into the silver opening, and when I was met with no resistance, I put the whole hand.
Nothing was obstructing – no liquid air, no strange smelling atmosphere, just emptiness – so I stepped a foot through.
Then my head- and saw Zoya, Sohini, and Naeem staring back at me, wide eyed.
“We made it easier for you – come on!” Zoya said, bracing her hands on her hips.
I just about pulled my left foot through, when I felt it – the viscous, liquid sensation, and I looked around to see the silver hole shrinking around me. 
“Oh for Bhumi’s sake –“ Sohini braced my upper arms and yanked forward, and my foot tore free.
“You’re welcome.” She all but rolled her eyes at me.
“Well – now we’ll get two penalties for shroud breaking. Let’s move.” Naeem grumbled.
---
We’d been trudging across the flat sand for hours, the dry, coarse powder gaining color with the brightening sky.
Naeem had kindly shared his flask with each of us – the only one smart enough to keep water on himself – but we’d finished it before the sun rose. 
I’d brought water too, in a small bottle I’d found in the duffle bag, but I’d left it behind when Trishan tackled me.
I shuddered at the memory.
Us – this grade A squad – we’d exchanged few words – talking meant wasting moisture we didn’t have to spare, and none of us were particularly enthusiastic to get to know each other – except for Zoya. 
I learned she was Savizan –the daughter of tea-farm manager – one of the region’s most profitable crops, had a mediocre ex-fiancé, and was trained in guerrilla combat. Less hand to hand, and more crossbows and camouflage, she’d explained. 
None of us shared much back.
The sun was now a molten coin in the sky, creeping higher and higher above us, and sweat continued to glue the uniform to my skin.
One of the girls behind me cleared her throat.
“So – we keep walking aimlessly in this direction and just hope this water pipe shows up?”
Naeem, who was leading, stopped in his tracks and sighed.
“Two things. Touch and taste. These are the most reliable senses in the desert. We’ll feel the sand shift – so far it’s just a pulse of water pumping, somewhere out here. Next – we’ll feel the sand change – water means it’ll get more packed together. Lastly, you’ll taste it in the air.” 
He dry-heaved and covered his mouth, before kneeling on the ground. He looked at Sohini knowingly and raised one finger in the air before placing his palm on the ground, then two fingers in the air before pointing to his tongue.
He shifted his glasses for a beat, revealing a harsh white line demarking his temples.
Sohini pressed her lips into a thin line. 
“What about those dunes?” I asked, pointing towards the ridges of sand looming to the left. 
Naeem raised an eyebrow at me.
“We’ve been walking across this flat land - hoping to feel something – but nothing. Wouldn’t it be smart to rule out a different kind of terrain? We get sand formations like this on the beach; it could mean water.”
Something – anything – other than walk endlessly on this. 
 “There!” Zoya, who’d taken every pause as an opportunity to plop on the sand hopped up, pointing towards the dunes.
“Do my eyes deceive me or is that a metal pipe sticking out?”
Sure enough, something silver glinted at the dune closest to us. 
Naeem looked at me solemnly, shaking head.
“Zoya – I’ve been burned before by this. I think that’s a mirage.”
Too conveniently to just appear after Sohini referenced a pipe. 
“Oh rain on my parade all you want. You’ll all thank me once you’re hydrated. I’m going to make love to that pipe.” 
I didn’t have time to scowl before she sprinted. 
“Go after her! What are you guys gawking at!” Sohini screamed.
I shot her an incredulous look before running after her, Naeem close at my heel. 
At least five minutes had passed, and my heart pounded in my throat. The dune was much further out than it looked, and I lost sight of the metal spout.
As if on cue, it reappeared, right in front of the dune, which was now abruptly in front of Zoya.
“Praaaaise Bhumi!” She dropped to knees, and leaned forward, pressing a kiss onto the pipe.
Her lips seemingly cut through the pipe, and she fell face first into the sand.
The pipe was gone again, and the air where it was shimmered faintly. 
“Mira fucking J.” I muttered.
Zoya sheepishly got up, and wiped her face.
I looked back – Sohini was where we left her, and I frowned, irritation bubbling in my face. 
How Triya-esque. Ordering us around – yelling at us – pretending to contribute- 
I exhaled slowly through my mouth.
No friends. I had to make it through these four years, alive, with no friends. 
--
We wandered for hours more following Naeem’s finger pointed directions, the group pin drop-silent underneath the brutal noon sun.
I kept my tongue pressed against the roof of my mouth, and running through heated, mock arguments in my head with Triya and Kai.
Rage roiled inside me, only to be soothed by waves of questions searching for answers that wouldn’t come.
How could you not write to me?
What have you been doing with our money, all this time?
Are you and I, over?
How could you sell me?
Where did we go so horribly wrong?
The sand beneath our feet gained density, steadying at last. It didn’t feel like a gust of wind would make us topple over anymore. 
Which had to mean…
I tapped Naeem on the shoulder and pried my drying lips open.
“The sand changed.” I rasped
He nodded, his own lips cracked, with a spark of excitement in his eyes.
Sohini tripped behind us.
“Fuck – ow!” 
She gasped and started pawing at the ground, digging through layers of increasingly clumpy wet sand, until she yanked something out of the ground.
There was nothing at first, as if her hand was gripping an invisible pole, but then, it appeared.
A wooden branch with carvings, an attached mirror, and a yellow rope around it, leading back down to the sand. 
“Irrigation code.” She breathed.
“That sounds like water to me!” Zoya piped up.
“This rope – where could it lead?”  I asked as Naeem dug his foot into the wettest patch of sound.
Sohini broke into a smile so wide that I couldn’t help but return it. 
“I can’t believe it.” She said. “It’s a churnline.” 
She gently ran her fingers down the yellow rope, shaking her head in disbelief.
“It’s a very old Savizan irrigation system. The plantations drew inspiration from these – but I’ve never seen or used one. I think they pre-date the dusk-wars, Amara even- ”
Her eyebrows furrowed. “Wait, these rich, all-powerful fucks wanted us to find this? What’s the point of Amara?”
Naaem began walking forward, yanking up yellow rope from under the sand as he went along, and stopped about a hundred meters ahead. 
“I found another one!” He shouted back at us.
“Oooweee- from this angle, does Naeem look kind of hot, or is it just –“
I cut Zoya off. “Sohini, how do we use this? I get that you’ve never done it before, but...”
She cleared her throat and nodded.
“Our landowner – he kept a replica in his foyer, and talked our ears off about it – So, the two wooden stakes, they get driven into the ground. Tightly – but not too tight, and with the reflective sides up. The code combined with the metal strip amplifies solar energy – and then, we churn from both ends. The central mechanism, which should be buried, will draw in moisture from aquifers deep underground. Then, with enough tension, the strings propel it out of the sand –“
“And then boom! Water!” Zoya beamed.

We paired off, Zoya and I, and Sohini and Naeem, working opposite ends of the rope.
It’d taken twenty minutes of trial and error to figure out the right direction to churn, or even how to churn itself, but we were finally moving. 
Zoya and I would heave first, pulling our end of the rope backwards ten feet, and pulling Sohini and Naeem forwards, and then they’d repeat the motion. The two yellow ropes danced back and forth; perpendicular lines that were desperate to touch, but not quite getting there.
We took a break after what felt like an hour, and sat on the ground, maintaining equal tension in both ropes.
Zoya’s palms were already blistered, the freckles on her face gaining contrast under the relentless son. 
“I swear,” she wheezed, inching closer to me, “if this doesn’t work, I’m going to bite a cactus.”
I almost laughed. Almost. My own head was pounding too hard.
“This is good,” Naeem said. “Feel that? It’s maintaining tension on its own. It’s working. Just—”
He broke off, wincing, as the churnline gave a violent twang, then settled again.
Sohini’s breath was ragged. “But it’s not enough. Aveer- Ji made it seem like it’d pop out of the sand fast. We’re doing something wrong. Maybe the angle?”
“Or maybe your landowner had a penchant for exaggeration – considering he’d never used it himself, how would he know long it takes?” I quipped back, smirking.
She nodded back at me. “Can’t trust upper-caste, know – it all men.”
The light reflecting off Naeem’s stake went directly into my eyes.
“Naeem – what are you doing?” I stepped aside, shielding my face. 
“It’s not me” he replied “Look!”
The sun’s position had shifted on the horizon, its rays catching the reflective surfaces on both wooden stakes at the exact same moment, shooting a glimmering thread of light across the sand. 
A groan echoed from deep below the surface, and the sand beneath us rumbled. Like something alive was burrowing its way up.
“Everyone take cover!” Sohini yelled.
I grabbed Zoya’s hand and barely ran three steps before - 
A deafening sound – like a thousand rubber bands snapping at once- ripped through the air, and a grey shape shot through the surface. The stakes freed themselves from the sand, just as the grey object slammed back into the ground. 
“SON OF A—” Zoya sprinted towards it, attempting to lift it off the ground, but failing. It was a little less than half her size, with a rounded, rough surface that looked like concrete. 
“Wait, wait wait. We have to crack it open on one of the grooves.” Sohini grabbed one of the stakes and stepped forward, nudging Zoya aside.
I ran ahead and palmed all over the mechanism, looking for a spot she could drive the stake into.
“Here – here!” 
Sohini rammed the stake into an opening on the surface, and it cracked instantly, chunks of the material crumbling to the ground. 
She then reached her hands inside and pulled out a messy, tangled bunch of light brown fibers.
“Is that… a tumbleweed?” Zoya grimaced.
Naeem placed his flask on the ground. “Ideally, I’d like to disinfect this but – let’s just give it a shot.”
Sohini shot him a look before positioning the tumbleweed over the mouth of the flask. Then she squeezed.
A thick stream of water poured out of the compressed fibers, instantly filling up the flask. It began to overflow, and then Sohini moved the stream to her own mouth – draining the rest.
“Hey!” Zoya protested.
She smirked back. “Don’t give me that – you guys can split the water in the flask.”
We each had a couple gulps of the water – precious, hydrating water I’d never take for granted again - and then we packed up what we could of the churnline. “Process the water checkpoint” had to mean bring back some sort of evidence, so Zoya and I each took a stake and a portion of the rope, while Naeem compressed the fibers into his pocket.
For a moment, the questions in my head stopped chasing each other in circles.
I was alive. I had succeeded. And no-one in this new group had tried to hurt each other – for now.




Chapter 18


Dearest Daria,
I don’t know where to begin – and I’m sorry you have to hear from me this way.
Everything I promised – everything we dreamed of – it’s gone wrong, and I’m ashamed to say I need your help.
The deal fell through – and I’m writing from Invertene – as a Vanar.
I’m requesting my earnings be sent to you – and I need you to ensure that 25,000 reaches the hands of Dhiv Parver every year. The remaining is to be set aside for Rian alone. Let the Parvers know that given my conscription, the debt will be paid. I promise – the debt was news to me too. 
I know this is more than I deserve, but I beg of you, please keep an eye on Rian. Triya can’t be trusted. 
Kai is posted somewhere in Pathaal permanently – I’ll find him. 
All my love,
Shyla
We'd reached the shroud protecting camp just as the sunset’s magenta ombre bloomed across the sky. I couldn’t help but admire it with a feeling of sorrow – a mere sunset ago, I was smiling with a different set of faces. Faces that no longer existed.
Naeem's intuition for backtracking, despite our footsteps being erased by the wind was unparalleled, and once we were within sight of the shroud - an opening was already there, waiting for us. A gaping door carved into an invisible wall.
I’d surmised it was likely left behind by a group off on an evening water run. 
We’d then tried to find the second year that'd sent us off on our journey - but he was nowhere, and we didn't have his name, so the group peeled off for the canteen instead.
My own stomach was growling with a vengeance, but I had something else to do first.
I carefully knocked on the door of the quonset hut with the label of “communications” nailed in at least three different languages, the angular lines and connected swirls raised off the metal. I exhaled slowly – this had to be it.
"Yes?" A sing-song voice greeted me, and the door swung inwards, revealing a stunning, golden-eyed woman.
It was the Sirene from the plane - the talkative one who fed me the puff pastry I vomited all over the desert. She was dressed like Ryod- a fitted black shirt, but with deep green cargo pants, and jet black hair in a sleek pony-tail. Embroidered in a light shade of grey on shirt was the word Nayara.  
Her eyes perked up when she saw me, her curled lashes glinting with a sheen of gold. 
"Ah! Come in, you!"
I nodded at her and entered.
"Yes- I made it. I'm just as surprised as you are - "
"Surprised? Me? No way - I knew you'd make it. I'm only sorry I couldn't have fed you more on that rickety old plane. How can I help?”
I fished out the parchment and blew off the thin layer of sand that’d collected between the folds. I’d written the letter right before challenge zero had started on the plane, and luckily, our chaotic descent to the ground didn’t blow it out of my pocket.
“I don’t mean to bother you – but I need to send a letter – urgently. Is this where I can do it?”
She chewed on her lower lip with apprehension.
“Cadet – sorry, what is your name again?”
“Shyla.”
“Right, Shyla. I’m so sorry – cades aren’t given communications privileges until probation ends. If you want, I can hold on to this, so that when you get clearance – it’ll be the first to go out.”
My heart pounded. I’d already directed my earnings to Daria, but I needed her to know what to do with it. 
She had to hear from me.
“I understand – but there’s been…a mix up you see. The recipient of my earnings has no clue about it or the fact that I’ve been recruited.”
“Oh! I’m sure there’s someone back home that’ll deliver the message. Your family must be so proud - trust them to take care of this. I know letting someone else take the charge doesn’t come naturally to you cadets, but I bet you…”
She smiled reassuringly, stepping forward to pat my shoulder, and droned on with analogies of how letting things go made them stronger. 
I shifted uncomfortably. If anything, Triya was probably conniving a way to transfer the earnings to herself.
If she – Nayara -  pulled a favor for me now, there’d be no promise of it again in the future. Could I trust Daria to maneuver this without me and with Triya whispering in her ear? Would I truly not have anything more urgent to write back home between now and the end of probation?
Three months. I needed to keep my shit together and stay alive for three months, at least. 
I broke her monologue at last.
“Forget about me. I’m so sorry I fell asleep while we were talking on the plane. Tryouts were just exhausting. So tell me, how does a Sirene with not so supportive parents secure a coveted position amongst Commanders? That’s impressive!”
She beamed. 
“Well, we’d have to start from the beginning. Ever since I was little, I didn’t really resonate with …”
An hour later, I had a full belly of battered vegetable fritters and hot coffee, learned thoroughly about the misogynistic dynamics amongst Viranad’s most privileged communities, and was no closer to convincing Nayara to send out my letter. 
But, she agreed to keep it on the top of the pile, and I just had to hope that Daria wouldn’t feel utterly abandoned these next couple of months.
I added that to the list of things I’d wring Kai’s neck for when I got my hands on him. 
It was pitch black when I left the hut – and I looked around as apprehension bubbled inside me. None of the oil lamps were lit.
“Oy fisherman!” A voice yelled through the night.
Zoya.
“I can’t see you Zoya, where are you?”
“Behind you!” Sohini replied. “Just do a 180 and walk slowly towards the pinprick of light.”
I turned around, and just as described, there was a dot of light in the far distance. Nothing else – none of the buildings, walkways, or even the lampposts were visible. This was more than just a dark  night, it was like light itself was vacuumed from the atmosphere.
I walked carefully, keeping my arms outstretched in case of any obstructions on the path, as the prick of light started to gain in size. 
Someone grabbed my arms and yanked me forward, and suddenly, camp came into full vision, oil lamps and all.
My entire raven was here – staring at me.They looked disappointed that I’d found them, except for Sohini, Zoya, and Naeem – who seemed relieved. 
“We waited for you, you know. Zoya even saved you a bun-omelet.” Sohini tsked. 
I gave Zoya a half -smile – I had to admit, that was sweet.
“Thanks – Zoya, you didn’t have to do that. I was trying to send a letter back home…”
I hesitated before sharing more. They didn’t deserve to take on the mental load of my messed-up family.
“My folks back home don’t know I’ve been recruited. I just didn’t want them to freak out.”
“That makes two of us.” Naeem said, with a twinge of sorrow. 
“So…” I cleared my throat, hoping to change the topic. “What is going on with the lights?” 
“Thiren practice.” Sohini replied, wrapping her braid up into a bun. “I always thought the offensive ones would be more… interesting.”
“I have no idea what that means.” 
Lyle, who had somehow weasled his way close to our group, scoffed. “Leave it to a southy to not know Vanar basics.”
Sohini whipped her head, her braid freeing and lashing against Lyle’s face.
“Ow! Watch it savizan peasant.”
 “You’re the one that had to sleep in his own piss right? Shut the fuck up or you’ll catch my hands next.”
His nose flared and he stepped forward threateningly, but he stopped himself, sending a glare in my direction before walking away.
If only he were a mirage. 
“All those good looks wasted on a prick.” Zoya shook her head in disappointment.
“What good looks? Have you seen the Commander around here?” 
Sohini’s mouth tugged up in amusement. “So, you were asking about Thirens?”
I nodded sheepishly.
“Do you want to know what they do, or when you’ll get one?”
“I…”
“Okay… Vanar basics it is. Starting with adya, they start imbuing us with liquid Amara. Eventually, based off our intrinsic strengths, a unique ability, or Thiren will manifest. Looks like Saanvi over there can shut off light. At least, for now.”
My heart palpitated. I forced a bite of the bun-omelet, guessing this conversation was about to kill my appetite, and I needed the protein. 
The Vanar that was able to use gill – projection, that must have been it.
“But- why? Why do Sirens give us these powers? Not that we’re untrustworthy – but what’s the point? Isn’t it better off in their hands?”
“Are you seriously asking what is the point of being a Vanar?”
“What? No!” 
Sohini stepped back and raised her eyebrows.
“You don’t know, do you?” She shook her head.
“Sirens have no powers in the Sarpa Desert. They’re practically useless at the Sarpa Shroud.”
I wasn’t sure I was breathing. 
“I thought Sirens maintained the Sarpa shroud, and we were just back up! Didn’t they build it?”
Naeem and Zoya looked at me like I’d puked up a cactus.
“What about the desert? What about those mirages?
Sohini shook her head and looked down.
“Gods-below, look at your face. I’m not explaining this again.”
Naeem cleared this throat. “The magic in the desert is unstable, but it responds to us – humans. We can channel magic, but it rejects Siren energy. That’s why they need us.” 
He paused before looking at me knowingly.
“We’re not back up, we’re the frontlines.” 
Chapter 19
The next day’s water run took us half the time, and we were back in camp by lunch, the sun a sweltering medal in the sky.
I heartily dove into the grilled tilapia and rice, downing six cups of water in the process, while the rest of the squad opted for the grilled mushrooms.
At least I intimidated someone … Trishan was nowhere to be seen. 
Either way, I needed a nap – a good, trance-like earth-quake resistant nap to make up for the abysmal wakeup times and slogging in the sun. 
Zoya yawned loudly.
“I soooo wish we could just crash.” 
“We can.” I countered “What else is there to do?”
“Okay – Shyla, I swear to Bhumi, if you don’t read a training pamphlet, I’m going to shove it into your eye socket.”
I flared my nostrils at Sohini, but she was right.
Figuring this out along the way would get me killed… or worse, stranded in the desert.
“How good is your right hook?”
“No. No. Absolutely not.” I shook my head furiously. Combat? I’m not ready for that!
“Relax – they’re not taking us to the field. But we do have to spar each other.”


Chapter 20

The next morning’s water run took us almost two hours longer.  The day after that, an hour more, and an hour more, until we started clocking back to camp a mere forty minutes before the next water run.
The second year – who’s name was Devian -would appear for a beat right before he’d fire us off with his screeching sound gun, and answer no questions about how we’d be scored, or why in the holy fucking sea this exercise was now getting harder by the day. The checkpoint was either ridiculously far off into the desert, or the mirages would trip up Naeem’s senses, only for us to find out it was near the shroud all along. 
Trishan showed his face once – on day seventeen – and after I’d threaten to knee him in his privates again, he stopped showing up all together. 
We’d started swiping fritters, fruit, and bread from the canteen any chance we got so we wouldn’t starve and took turns sleeping.
Our combined odors from almost two weeks of no bathing had made me gag at first, but it was now oddly comforting - the smell of sand-caked sweat.
Around day twenty I stopped hoping for prolonged survival altogether. Another day with a bite of food, a gulp of water, a couple laughs with my new friends, and a new layer of land on my skin – that’s what I looked forward to now.
Kalere was nothing more than distant, distant, dream. Something I’d made up even – like Ryod, who was nowhere to be seen since our last meeting.
Though I would see a mirage of him here and there – the way I’d see a mirage of Riu, or a young Kai, or a dying Triya. 
Another one of Ryod plopped in the sand next to me. It was finally my turn to rest for the morning.
“I really do have my work cut out for, don’t I?” I jolted at his soft, voice. After Mira J, no other mirage chose to use a voice.
“You’re looking at this wrong.” He whispered tauntingly before disappearing.
“


Test intimate scene – Shyla + Ryod
“You shouldn’t be here.” A voice behind me growled.
I turned around and my heart fluttered- it was Ryod, without a shirt. 
Uh oh.
Stripes of a shimmering black were painted across his torso – like the claw marks of a celestial creature. No – I realized – not painted – that was his skin. 
His eyes roved over me, molten gold churning like it could spill onto his skin. And those muscles—gods, those muscles…… 
 I averted my eyes for a beat but looked right back.
Oh shit – I was drunk.
A hint of a smile bloomed on his face and he stepped forward. 
“Siren Gyn is forbidden for cadets, Shyla.” I gulped, he almost purred my name.
“I haven’t had any Ryod” I clamped my mouth shut - I’d never called him by his first name before.
“You’re a terrible liar. I can smell it on you.” He stepped so close to me that when I looked up I could see the veins of his neck throb. He smelled like musk and cardamom and something indescribably hot. 
But the memory of Kai’s scent flooded me and my face dropped.
Him – it was him who I wanted.
Who I thought I wanted.
Ryod placed his thumb on my chin and lifted it forward.
“You’re raven is enjoying themselves, but I think you’ve been drinking for a different reason.”
My eyes watered, and a tear broke free, trickling down my face and my chin.
It just about reached my neck, when Ryod swooped down, and licked up my jaw.
“Commander – what” My voice was barely a whisper when his mouth replaced his tongue, and I utterly melted.
He moved down to my neck, gently kissing the most sensitive spot above my collarbone. Then—his tongue traced the same path in reverse
I moaned softly, willing my hands to action and laying them against his warm, defined abdomen.
The sound undid him and he pressed me against the wall, sucking into my neck now, and pinning my hands above my head.
Yes, yes, gods yes.
I needed this – I wanted this. 
I writhed against his grasp – I wanted to touch him. Feel him. Feel his unreachable, immortally sexy skin.
My back arched and he groaned into my neck.
“You taste like salted caramel, Shyla.”
He left my neck and licked right back up to my jaw, pausing at my lips.
“And I can smell it down there. Ready for me.” I whimpered at the electricity jolting up my thighs, to that most sensitive spot..
His lips barely touched mine, but he pulled back, staring into my eyes with a hunger that tripled my own.
An abrupt knock sounded outside the door.
“Commander Ryod! There’s been a breach!”





















