Chapter 1 - My Earliest Memory
	I never knew my actual age, nor where I was born. My earliest memory was riding in the back of a carriage through a rolling white tundra along with a handful of other wide-eyed children— all mixed in size, age, and race. I was the youngest. I had been bought and sold so many times that the concept of a home was forgotten. For the past few months, my march had only one constant—the rattling chains that bound my ankles. Our masters told us that our final destination was in sight, but gave us no indication what that meant for us. As the sled dogs howled through the night, the older children whispered among themselves in debate of what may lay beyond the bend. We'd soon find out that our destination was an excavation site on the fringes of this Earth, where we were expected to dig into the permafrost until our dying day.
	A pale palisade wall blended into the environment so well that it would have been undetectable if not for the rising smoke. A double door gate made of stripped birch trunks slowly creaked open, revealing a small army of men with long spears. Our carriage halted in the middle of a clearing, and the driver shouted, “End of the line!”
	Our cage unlocked, and we were ordered to stand in line. Following the behavior of the crowd, I kept my head down. We shook of fear and cold alike, yet my curiosity overpowered my angst, and I looked up briefly to map my surroundings. Pale log cabins dotted our surroundings and radiated a warm glow through small windows. There was also a spiked fence behind which men stood with thick furs and pickaxes. I concluded quickly that these were the slaves. In contrast to the guards, the slaves scrutinized us. As my feet stung from the cold, I found myself envying those who were wrapped in warm, winter clothing.
	“Alright! Let’s see what we got here!” a gravelly voice bellowed, and I looked to see a man wearing a button-down and long scarf. He was a rail-thin man, yet unbothered by the biting wind, with a frown that seemed too big for his face. Frost caked into the fabric of his unkempt black beard and on the tips of a wavy lion's mane. His bushy brow furrowed when he saw me. “Why did you get a kid this young? He looks six years old! It will be far too long before he is of any use!”
	“Kid was only a few coppers,” the driver responded as he hopped down from the carriage. “Besides, the guy who sold him to me said the boy is good with his hands. I figured we can use him for something.”
“The kid has a big head and skinny arms. He don’t look right. How can we use him if he can’t even hold a tool?” The man with the scraggly beard grabbed me and pried my mouth open. “He hasn’t even lost all his baby teeth!”
	“Listen, he was cheap, and he’s obedient. Are you gonna complain?” the driver rolled his eyes and tossed a handful of foul meat to the sled dogs. Violence erupted between the hungry cretins. The driver laughed, seemingly unconcerned with the fact that younger, weaker hounds wailed in pain as larger beasts attacked over the scraps of meat. The driver, with a playful grin on his face, turned back to us and said, “You’d be surprised what a hungry animal will eat.”
	The other gritted his teeth before thrusting his face towards mine. “What’s your name, kid?” The force of his words sent a chill down my spine as I realized this was more than just a question. He was testing me to see if I was worth keeping alive.
	I had no answer. My life before servitude was a distant memory. It had been so long since someone called me by my given name, but somewhere in the back of my mind, there was the vague image of a woman. Though I couldn’t quite remember her face, I could hear her voice crystal clear. Ringing from the depths of my mind, I echoed the voice of my mother, “Bishop. My name is Bishop.”
	“Bishop?” The man in the button-down repeated. “Listen, little one. A kid your age don’t belong in a place like this. Everyone here has a purpose. Everyone here pulls their weight. If you don’t make yourself useful, you’re not going to live long. Do as you’re told if you want to grow old. Understand?”
Having little concept of death, but being all too familiar with hunger pangs, I decided at that moment that I would ‘pull my weight’ no matter the cost. In the rolling snow-covered tundra, under the ambiance of rabid dogs, I nodded and accepted my place as a slave.


Chapter 2 – The Stranger
	“One week away! Right kiddo!” A voice bellowed as I was grabbed from behind and shaken by my shoulders. My stew sloshed over the side of my bowl as I was jostled around. His brash laughter caught the attention of all the youths gathered around the campfire, and soon they were all in stitches.
	“Stop!” I shouted with a voice crack, trying to sound angry but failing to suppress my smile. “You almost made me drop my bowl!”
	“Oh, shut up. Don’t act like you like the grub.” An old laborer named Lano moved to sit beside me. “Aren’t you excited? You’re almost fourteen! Finally becoming a man!”
	I huffed. “Right, and what does it mean exactly?”
	“One year closer to retirement!” Lano placed his arm over my shoulders. “One step closer to sixty!”
	“If he survives that long,” Salcido's voice, thick with anger, boomed out over the crowd from across the glowing pit. “Although, he has a better chance than the rest of us. With that big head of his.”
	I squinted at Salcido, and he squinted back. I was a few years younger, but had recently surpassed his height. Ever since then, Salcido had his dark eyes set on me. He was a bully built like an ox. Although he could easily overpower me, my muscles had started coming in, and I was convinced that, sooner or later, I would be strong enough to push him into the dirt face first, like he had done to me one too many times.
	“Be quiet,” Lano scolded Salcido. “Bishop’s head is the only reason we're sleeping warmly. Can you insulate the walls, fix up the furnace, and build a double door?”
	Salcido’s eyebrows furrowed in thought as he studied me, before shifting his gaze to Lano. “You don’t even know his actual birthday. It’s just the anniversary of him arriving to this frozen hell-hole. That’s no reason for him to celebrate.”
“We must find any reason we can to celebrate,” Lano said. “Or are you going to live your whole life in misery?”
Salcido grumbled something under his breath before lowering his head to stare into his soup. Lano continued glaring for a moment, using his alpha-male presence to silence all the camp youths. Most of us were between the ages of ten and fourteen, while Lano was just visiting from one of the fires where the adults sat. He leaned closer to me and whispered, “Don’t let him get to you. You’re better than that.” Then, the tension suddenly disappeared as he put on a wide smile and slapped his hands together. “Alright, younglings! Time for a story!”
	There were few things to look forward to in this desolate place. A dinner time story was always the high point of our days, and the only moment we could truly forget about our bleak reality. The youths leaned in as Lano cleared his throat, spat onto the ground, and began his tale.
	“Amidst the southern pines there was a kingdom rich in minerals and craftsmen. One winter night, the king held a festival for his finest tradesmen. Among them was a winemaker named Joseph, who brought his best bottle. The king loved it so much that he commanded Joseph to produce an even sweeter wine as a wedding gift for his daughter.
Joseph promised that in three years’ time, he would deliver the finest wine ever made.
For three years, Joseph worked his vines with care. In the final week, he harvested everything but the king’s grapes and sold the rest. The wine was so popular it vanished in a single day. When pressed for more, Joseph said only one vine remained—the king’s—and it would be harvested tomorrow.
The next morning, Joseph found the vine cut down.
He pleaded for more time, but the king raged. Joseph returned to his vineyard and scraped together what little rotten fruit remained. When he presented the wine, the king spat it out and raised his blade. At the last moment, he stayed his hand.
“You will live,” the king said, “but you will be whipped daily for a month.”
Joseph was bound, beaten, and fed nothing but sour grapes. Weak and starving, he hid the grapes in his clenched fists. When he was finally brought before the king again, he opened his hands. The grapes had crushed into wine.
“Have you learned?” the king asked.
“I have,” Joseph said, licking the wine from his wrists. He held up his palms. “You may taste it, if you lick my fingers. But I will never make another bottle for you. This wine is sacred, and you are unworthy.”
The king ordered his execution at once. Joseph died with the sweetest wine on his tongue, his blood mingling with his final creation.”
	Lano leaned back as all the kids around the campfire stared at him expectantly. 
	“That’s it?” Salcido asked.
	“Yes,” Lano replied. “Don’t you children get it? He worked so hard, cared so dearly for something only to have it ripped away. And when he was punished, he held his fists so tightly that the grapes turned into wine. He had to taste it. He couldn’t bear to lose something he had worked so hard for again. He defied the king to protect what he loved at the cost of his life.” 
	“Sounds to me like he made the wrong choice.” Salcido pulled a stick from the fire and inspected the tip, which had burned to a glowing, red point. “I would have let the king lick my hands, then killed him right then and there.”
	“Joseph was weak from torture. I doubt you’d be in any better condition than him.”
	“Then at least I would have thrown my wine-soaked fist across the king’s face.” Salcido then stabbed the glowing stick into the permafrost, sizzling away the dirt between his feet.
	Lano shook his head. “Boy, you just want to watch the world burn, don’t you?”
	“No,” Salcido whispered as he stared into the rising steam. “I want my freedom. You speak of wine, but have never tasted it. You all live in fantasy, but will die as slaves. You judge me for my anger, and tell me I need to find peace within myself, but you’ve all accepted your fate. I won’t.”
	It dawned on me, and seemingly the rest of the group, that we were but slaves. A fact that we all seemed to blissfully forget. Salcido, however, could never escape reality. For many of us, a life of freedom was an enigma, but Salcido had only arrived a year prior, and he vividly remembered the slaughter of his people. For a split second, I couldn’t help but have sympathy for the resident bully— he who spoke a painful truth while all others remained silent.
	Against the whistling wind, I heard a rumble in the distance. All around me, others perked their ears up in curiosity, except Lano, who had lost much of his hearing. “What? What’s going on?” Lano asked after seeing the youngsters cock their ears to the sky.
	All the adults at the other campfires had also gone quiet, and people began moving towards the fence. Through the thick metal bars, we could see a strange metal box rolling over the vast tundra. We watched as the machine slowly reached the gate. When closer, we could see that it was similar to the carriage that brought new slaves in, except there were no sled dogs, nor smooth bottom to glide over the tundra’s landscape. Instead, a long rubber strip spanned over multiple wheels. There was a commotion among the garrison, indicating that this was an unexpected guest. Nevertheless, the tower guards signaled to open the gate. Guards formed a phalanx, their spears slanted toward the machine.
	When through the port, the strange carriage crept forward and stopped in the clearing. The carriage then suddenly stopped humming, and a profound silence grasped us all, guards and slaves alike. Then, the door to the carriage swung open, and a man leapt out with a waving, tan garment. He stood a full head taller than the garrison, who approached him cautiously with drawn spear. Though I had never seen equipment quite like his, I knew the stranger had to be a soldier by the iron chest piece and helmet. He was exactly as Lano had described in his stories of knights in shining armor. 
	“Show your face and state your business!” a spearman demanded.
	The stranger stared silently— his loose fatigues waving in the wind and the glint of the low winter sun casting off his metal. His eyes were hidden under a darkened goggle, and face under an iron mask. Instead of meeting the command, he took a moment to examine his surroundings. The laborers had formed a sizable crowd behind the fence, but he only gave us poor souls a split second of his attention.
	“I need supplies,” he said.
	“We’re not a pit stop! You’ll have to talk to Mr. Glaciea. That is if he’s even willing to give you the time of day.”
	“I wasn’t asking.” The stranger’s voice was deep. Deep like the slaves that had breathed in fumes from coal torches for years. Deep like Lano’s voice, but the stranger spoke with absolute authority. “Go get your boss,” he demanded before turning around and climbing back up into his large metal carriage.
	The captain of the guards commanded his men to stand watch as he ran off to the landhouse. Although a fence segregated the slaves from the landowner’s property, I was close enough to study the strange machine. It fumed black clouds, and I presume that it ran on some sort of furnace like the ones we use for heating in the barracks. However, instead of producing heat, it converted the fuel into movement, much like the steam power we used in the cranes to haul artifacts out of the pit. Pressure would build and release to raise massive metal objects from the ancient soil. “Automotives,” is what Mr. Glaciea called the rusted heaps. 
	“What do you think it is?” Salcido asked me as he stood with his hands folded into his armpits.
	“I think it’s an automotive, like what we’ve been digging out of the snow.”
	“What?” Salcido cocked his head sideways to study it. “Those heaps of twisted rust? How do those even remotely resemble something like this?”
	“I don’t know, but it seems strangely familiar. If I can get a closer look I might be able to find similarities. Maybe I can figure out how it works.”
	“You think Mr. Glaciea is going to let you anywhere near it?”
	Just as Salcido said that, the front door to the central landhouse opened up. Mr. Glaciea marched out as he whipped a scarf around his neck and over his shoulders. His black lion’s mane had turned dark gray. His bushy brow had gone unkempt for the last five years, since his wife had passed. Glaciea then took his sweet time limping up to the side of the vehicle where he used his cane to tap against the glass. 
	The stranger rolled his window down and asked, “Are you in charge here?”
	“Who are you and what do you want?!” Glaciea snapped.
	The stranger removed his goggles and mask, revealing golden tanned skin and a blonde beard. This was a complexion that I’d only ever seen on freshly arrived slaves from the south. A skin color that always faded to pale in these bleak conditions.
	“We’re heading north,” said the stranger.
	“Why? There’s nothing up there but vicious tribes and packs of wolves.”
	“That’s none of your concern,” the stranger stated calmly. “The only thing you need to concern yourself with is giving me the supplies I need to get there.”
	“I don’t know who you think you ar-” Mr. Glaciea began to say, but the stranger interrupted him. “We are from Catalina. All thirty of us. That’s all you need to know.” 
	Mr. Glaciea contemplated for a moment, before a grin formed through his white beard. The only time I’d ever seen Mr. Glaciea grin like that was when he saw a profitable opportunity, which usually meant a doubled workload for the slaves. But not this time. This time, it was the stranger who had the misfortune of being useful to Mr. Glaciea. “I’ll keep my questions to myself and oblige your request. However, you do understand that supplies don’t come cheap up here,” Mr. Glaciea said. “But if you use your skill set, you can make life cheaper for everyone.”
	The stranger just stared with complete disinterest. He made not even the slightest attempt to humor Mr. Glaciea, nor did he continue the conversation. After having gotten no response, Mr. Glaciea realized his usual business demeanor wasn’t going to sweet talk the hardened mercenary. Glaciea dropped his grin and continued. “The trade routes are constantly under threat by the natives. My men are not suited for an offensive, but you are. I will give you anything you need, just as long as you make sure the tribals won’t bother me any longer.”
	Again, the stranger just stared at Glaciea, not even a tinge of emotion to indicate what he could possibly be thinking. Not until he opened his mouth to let out a massive yawn. “Where are they?”
	He was handed an annotated map, but before the guard could lean in to elaborate, the stranger equipped his goggles and rolled up his window. He put his vehicle in reverse and left the compound without another word.
	With the stranger gone, Mr. Glaciea’s attention turned to us. He frowned deeply before adjusting his scarf and turning back to his landhouse. 
	“Break is over! Get back to work!” The captain of the guards shouted as he gestured his men to approach us. They drew their spears and began moving towards the fence, sending the slaves to scatter.
	As I turned my back on the fence, I watched over my shoulder as the stranger left the compound. I had only ever known my life here, in the isolated compound where sleds delivered goods, where torches lit the dark, and where machines such as cranes were considered futuristic. The stranger, who rode an iron barracks on wheels, was an alien to me. A sudden, deep curiosity formed for not only this man, but the world from which he came. Somehow, the outside world suddenly seemed so close. Something that had always been a mere concept— a fairy tale told by Lano— was now within reach.

	Two days past before we heard the stranger roaring over the tundra again. When we did, the entire camp dropped their pickaxes and approached the fence. The gate opened and in came the stranger, right to the same spot he stood last time. Before the guards could surround the vehicle with their spears, the stranger jumped out. A large, lumpy sack was slung over his shoulder, and he carried an odd staff in his other hand. I noted that the vehicle was expelling far more smoke than before. The paint had been scratched off and there were holes everywhere. Though this was only my second time seeing one of these machines functioning, I could tell it was in dire need of repairs. Had there not been a fence between me and the machine, I would have grabbed a toolkit and ran over to its aid.
	Right on cue, Mr. Glaciea exited his landhouse, tucking his button-down into his pants as he limped forward three steps and grabbed his cane, which had been waiting for him on the porch. “You’re back,” Mr. Glaciea shouted while wobbling with as much haste as he could muster.
	“I am,” the stranger replied dryly as he threw the lumpy sack forward. “I’m here for my supplies.”
	Mr. Glaciea prodded the sack with the tip of his cane, smiling wickedly as a head rolled out. Most of the laborers averted their eyes, including Lano. Salcido, however, leaned forward and squinted to get a better look.
“Very well, you’ll get your supplies, then be off. You’re distracting the workers,” Glaciea said as he waved his hand to the guard captain, gesturing him to fetch the boxes stacked up beside the fence.
	“I need more than supplies now. My vehicle was damaged. I need repairs,” the stranger said. Glaciea stopped, turned around and frowned, but before he could say anything else, the stranger continued with, “There will be no discussion.” The stranger used his staff to point at the lumpy sack.
	For a moment, Glaciea stood quietly, and then he turned to one of his men. “Where’s that grease monkey with the big head?”
	“You mean Bishop?”
	“Whatever, the one that’s good at tinkering.”
	All my fellow workers looked at me, signaling my location to the entire camp. Something I usually despised because I didn’t want to get within arm’s length of Mr. Glaciea, but now I actually wanted to get close to the stranger and his vehicle. I raised my arms up and through the fence. “Here, Mr. Glaciea!”
	“Go to the gate!” The captain of the guards demanded.
	I obeyed and trailed the edge of the fence as the laborers stared me down. It was never safe to be singled out, but I had been known to make myself useful. Salcido halted me as I passed, leaned in, and whispered, “Don’t get your hands chopped off.” He then slapped my back a bit too hard and pushed me onward.
	When I reached the gate, the guards had formed a phalanx to keep the other slaves at bay, and only I was allowed to walk through the formation. The moment I was on the other side, I was grabbed by my arm and led to Mr. Glaciea. The stranger, with his metal mask and tinted goggles, stood as an unmoving pillar. Only his cape wafted weakly in the breeze.
	“This is the smartest kid on base,” Mr. Glaciea told the stranger. “He’s going to fix you up so you can be off.” Glaciea looked towards me and snarled, “Right?”
I nodded obediently as I looked up towards the stranger, who was far more imposing from this close. Taller and wider than anyone I had ever seen, he stared down at me silently. Steam poured from two tiny holes in his mask as he let out a long, heavy breath. Without a word, he turned to step back into his vehicle again.
Mr. Glaciea grabbed me by my shoulder and spun me around. “Lead him to the hangar. Fix his truck as fast as you can and get him out of here. I don’t trust Catalinan folk.”
	A few moments later, I walked into the hangar. The massive truck drove close behind me and only barely fit through the entrance. Panicking mules and sled dogs made a ruckus from their enclosure at the sight of such a large, metal monster rolling into their shelter. When I shut the entrance, the light dropped significantly, but we were cloistered from the harsh tundra wind. I turned around to see the back of the truck swing open and more men dressed like the stranger hop out. Three dozen soldiers surrounded me. Some of them were not wearing their masks so I could see that they all shared the same tan complexion and golden blonde hair. Only one of them was different— red hair, pale with freckles, and he was far taller than the rest. A giant among the giants. “Do you have any jacks?” one of them asked.
	“A what?” I replied. 
	“That’s what I thought. Come on boys, we’re going old school. Help me out.” The strangers all placed their staffs on the ground and turned to approach the vehicle. They took positions at each corner of the truck and counted down from ten. They then twisted large valve-like wheels on the hull of their vehicle. I watched in astonishment as four metal beams slid out from the underside and hit the dirt. These poles slowly lifted the massive, twenty meter long, fifty-ton machine, leaving the bottom exposed for repairs. “Do you have tools?” They asked me.
	I pointed towards a wall where the utensils hung to repair the sleds and carriages. The stranger and his posse then began laughing. “You people really are a few steps behind, aren’t you? Too far from Lima, I suppose.”
	“I almost laughed when they pointed spears at us,” another one of the men chimed in. “I almost wanted to point my gun back at ‘em.”
	“Get this kid something he can actually use.”
	The tallest among the giants, who was pale, climbed into the back of the truck via ladder and emerged a few moments later with a small wooden box filled with metal parts and tools.
	He dropped it in front of me and took a step back, folding his arms and raising his chin. Whereas most of the men held a dead man’s gaze, this tall pale giant stood with malice. I thought the first stranger was menacing, but this man was something else. A single leg of his would have equated to my entire body weight. “Corbin, don’t scare the kid. He’s our ticket out of here! You wanna go back south right?” The stranger shouted.
	Corbin, the giant, turned away from me. “Yes sir, Mr. Kiabutsu.”
	I looked down into the box and saw tools I had never seen in my life. “What do you want me to do? I’ve never worked on one of these before.”
	“Didn’t Glaciea say you were the smartest kid on base?”
	“That’s just because I fixed his plumbing. I’ve never seen one of these things.”
	“It’s called a truck…” The stranger, apparently named Kiabutsu, breathed into his hands before rubbing them together. Then he shook his head and sighed, “Alright, kid. I’ll show you as much as I know. We can all figure it out together.”
At first, the internal workings of their vehicle were alien to me, but I soaked up as much as I could. Things began clicking into place. In the compound, we often dug up ancient gears and pipes, and I had always wondered what they were. Now, as I tinkered on their vehicle, it all came together. The ancient automotives our digsite produced were only a fraction of the size of this machine. With forty seats in the back, and enough for eight men in the front, the stranger’s vehicle was a barracks on wheels, with a functioning kitchen and toilet. Luxury was lost in its design. The toilet was no more than a seat leading to the undercarriage, and there was no shower. When I asked about this, they said, “We’ll shower when we make it back, and we have no problem sleeping upright. Discomfort in peace breeds comfort in combat.”
Although they were free men, they seemed to rejoice at the idea of sleeping on hay bales in a cold tundra barn. During the evenings, they would usually converse in a strange language among themselves, but suddenly speak my tongue when asking me questions. “How old are you, kid?”
“I turn fourteen tomorrow.”
“Really? How do you guys celebrate?”
“We get new clothes and tools, and some fresh meat.”
“In Catalina, we give our sons weapons at fourteen.” Kiabutsu lifted his staff for me to inspect, but pulled away when I reached out to touch it. “This is very expensive. I could buy ten men with the price of this weapon.”
“What is it?”
“A blunderbuss. Imagine having lightning in your hands.”
“Wow…” The thought of so much power was tantalizing, and the strangers laughed at my reaction. “Tell you what, kid. I’ll let you shoot it, but only if you fix our truck!”
That was enough motivation for me to work through the night, and in the end, I discovered the issue—the fuel tank had been stuffed with mud. The opening to the fuel tank was only a few inches wide, so I was the only one with arms small enough to fish around in there. Kiabutsu said it must have been a sabotage attempt done by the tribe they thinned out. “Good job, kid.” He gave me a pat on the shoulders and a small bag of dried meats. “And happy birthday.”
We had spent four days in the hangar. I wished it could have been longer, but I was happy to snack on my dried meat as I began leading them out. I stopped only to roll the massive wooden doors shut before running in front to guide them through the camp.
	Soon, I stood in the circle where it had all started. The laborers had gathered by the fence again to watch. I had gone from spectator to spectacle, and decided not to make eye contact with my mates, and instead focused my sights on the landhouse. Kiabutsu jumped out of the truck and positioned himself behind me, where he placed his hand on my shoulders. Although his eyes were hidden behind tinted goggles, I knew he was looking at me. I fantasized, perhaps too optimistically, that he would whisk me away from this place, and that I could explore the world with him.
	The front door to the landhouse opened and out walked Glaciea. A scarf wrapped around his mouth and forehead to protect himself from the blistering wind. “Well?” he shouted. “Are you finally leaving?”
	“Not yet,” he responded. “How much for the kid?”
	I nearly choked on my dried meat, coughing into my hand as tears welt in my eyes. I slapped my chest a few times as I looked between Kiabutsu, Glaciea, and the rest of the slaves.
	“I’m not selling him,” Mr. Glaciea said as he limped up to us.
	“What about renting? Shouldn’t take more than a week.”
	“I said no. He’s too valuable. I will not risk losing him.”
	They stood quietly in front of each other. I could hear the murmurs coming from the other side of the fence. Then, I heard a brief, fast whistle hit the dirt beside me. A small, thin stick stood in the snow with a black and gray feather tied to the top of it. I cocked my head to the side in confusion. For a moment, the world was without movement as Glaciea, his guards and I examined the odd addition to the scene. Kiabutsu alone acted, reaching into his truck to grab his staff. He was only a split second ahead of the rest, but it was enough to prepare his men. He shouted something urgent, although I couldn’t decipher the alien language. More whistling sounded as Glaciea was hit square in the chest with an arrow. Glaciea had always seemed like an untouchable god to a young slave, and to watch him wither and fall to his knees was a sight I thought I’d never see. I had always dreamt of this moment, yet the death of a god meant the end of order, and all chaos erupted around me. I tried to duck, but before I hit the ground, I was picked up by Kiabutsu and thrown into the truck. Arrows landed all around us as the frozen mud began to resemble a field of feathers. Glaciea’s guards raised their shields and began moving towards the gate in a phalanx formation while a few of them knelt by their dying landowner. 
	Behind the fence, the slaves scattered. Some decided to take advantage of the chaos and climb the fence. Others ran back to the barracks. The strangers held their staffs horizontally and aimed towards the main gate. Smoke and fire crackled from the tip of the staffs as what seemed like lightning crashed out of them. Lano had always told stories of wizards and witches, and although he had always emphasized they never existed, it was the only reference I had to describe such an event. Kiabutsu shouted orders in his native tongue, sending his men to line up in front of him. Their formation was made of two rows, the men in front knelt with shields and soaked up the incoming missiles while the men in the back aimed and fired into the mob of enemies.
	I could only cover my ears. Of all the time I had spent at the dig site with loud, screeching machinery, and a hundred synchronized, rhythmic pickaxe swings to the frigid ground, I had never heard something so thunderous.
	The two rows then swapped so those that knelt behind the shields could reload their staffs. I crawled forward to get a better look at what was happening and found a complete free-for-all at the main gate. The compound guards had broken formation and were scrambling as natives poured in from all sides. As horrible as Glaciea and his guards were, they had always felt like our protectors against the dangerous world beyond the fence. Slaves were fighting the spearmen, the spearmen were fighting the invading tribals, and the tribals were fighting the slaves. I had never seen such violence in all my life.
	Only the stranger and his posse remained calm and orderly, striking down anyone that came within arms-length. I watched in absolute disbelief as the tallest of the strangers caught an incoming javelin mid-air, then sent it back into the mass of enemies. Another simply twisted the neck of an assailant, similar to how a farmer would end a chicken's life without a shred of sympathy. Now that the two cultures stood side by side, did I see that the Catalinan men were twice as tall and built like apex-beasts.
	All the stories Lano told of knights in shining armor coming to rescue villages in distress, all those nights I prayed that I’d be saved by heroes and taken under wing as a protege. It was all happening. Or so I thought…
	The passenger door behind me opened, and for a split second my heart felt as though it were to escape my chest. Reflexively, I grabbed the hunting knife strapped to the driver’s seat and swung it at the person entering, but my hand was caught mid-strike by Salcido. “Close your door and lock it!” He demanded.
	Without giving much thought, I obeyed. He then released my hand and pointed towards the steering wheel. “Now start it up and let’s get out of here!”
	“What!?” I replied in shock.
	“I SAID GO!” he shouted as he raised his fist and bared his teeth. I fidgeted with the keys before inserting and turning them. “Now MOVE IT!”
	As I pressed my foot on the pedal, I glanced out the window to see Kiabutsu snap his head in my direction. When he realized his ride was leaving him, he broke away from the firing line and jumped on the side. The window shook violently as he slammed against it with his fist. I flinched with every impact, fearing that the glass might shatter and he’d pull me out to twist my neck. Had he not been wearing goggles, I would have seen unfathomable rage in the expression of a true killer. Much to my relief, an arrow slammed against his helmet and he decided the truck wasn’t worth dying over. “You’ll regret this, slave!” was the last thing he said before jumping off the side to return to his men. 
As the truck began building momentum, I fastened my gaze on the gate in front of me, which was swung wide open and swarming with tribals. “Don’t stop! Don’t stop!” Salcido repeated continuously as he gripped his armrest and pushed himself into his seat. “DON’T FUCKING STOP!”
Tribals narrowly dodged our truck barreling through the opening and out of the compound. When we made it to the other side, we faced hundreds of mountain natives— all of them pointing their weapons towards us. Salcido and I both breathed in deeply before exhaling a scream of absolute terror. Javelin tips stuck out from the metal right beside my head and the glass cracked into webs as we were pelted from all angles. I ducked under the dashboard and placed all my weight on the pedal, pushing it fully against the ground as the engine roared.
We raced off blindly into the distance but stayed low even after the arrows had stopped pelting the hull. When we were at a safe distance, Salcido began laughing. While still hunkered down, I stared at him, frozen in shock and horror by what we had just experienced. He sat up with tears in his eyes, smiling out the cracked window. “I can’t believe it! We just escaped! I hope that place burns to the ground!”
	The sudden realization washed over me as my shock and horror melted into plain and honest disbelief. I didn’t feel anything. Not a shred of joy or pain. It didn’t even seem real. I had never even thought about escaping. Not after seeing the punishment slaves received once recaptured. I thought maybe if I worked hard, I would earn my freedom, but escaping had always been only for the bold and suicidal. 
	I joined Salcido in celebration, singing and shouting, crying and laughing. He drummed on the dashboard and danced in his seat. I howled in triumph as we rode the stolen truck over the harsh tundra.


Chapter 3  - Birth of Aspiration
A sudden punch in my arm awoke me from a shivering slumber. “Happy birthday,” said Salcido as he ruffled my hair. Thick streams of condensation escaped my mouth in a bout of coughs. He had removed the arrows from the hull of the truck, and the tundra air whistled through our cabin like an orchestra of false flutes.
“I thought you didn’t care about my birthday,” I responded. “What did you call it? The anniversary of me arriving at that frozen, hellhole, and definitely no reason to celebrate?”
Salcido let out a huff. “Well, now you have escaped, and on the same date you arrived. Decide what you wanna celebrate for the rest of your life.” His tone was harsh so it made me defensive, but before I could form a rebuttal, I realized he was just pointing out a beautiful irony. For what may have been the first time in my life, I could take control of my identity. “Here, take this,” Salcido said as he tossed a bundled jacket toward me. “I found it in the back and figured a skinny kid like you will need it.”
“I’m not skinny,” I said as I quickly wrapped myself in leather and fur. 
“Yes, you are.” Salcido wiped away some of the condensation on the window, revealing a layer of ice against the glass. “You stay nice and cozy, birthday boy. I’ll scrape the frost off the windshield, but I want to drive. You gotta teach me.”
I nodded in agreement. At that moment, I didn’t want to stick my hands out of my fur cocoon to touch the steering wheel. “Deal.”
Salcido smiled widely as he fastened his gaze on the tundra. Slowly, he scraped away the ice to reveal the pink and apricot sunrise. The thrill of escape was long gone, and now I only feared what would happen if they caught up to us. Rarely had I seen someone attempt to escape. Those that did, never made it far. They were either brought back alive and punished, or their blue and frozen bodies were displayed to the rest of us. Often, the remains stayed for months on poles. Only when summer broke, did Glaciea’s men burn the rotting corpse.
When the window was cleared of ice, Salcido opened my door and pushed me into the passenger side. There were two rows of four seats in the driver's cabin, so I could lie down in a fetal position and conserve warmth under the stranger's massive jacket. “Alright,” Salcido said with a fantastic grin as he clamped his fists around the steering wheel. “What do I do?”
“You turn the key to start up the engine.”
“Right.” The engine struggled as he vigorously turned the key back and forth. For a moment, I feared he might bend the metal, but eventually the truck began to vibrate, and an acidic smell puffed from the outer pipes and re-entered the vehicle from the holes on the hull. I covered my mouth and nose as the truck jolted forward. “And we’re off! Next stop, somewhere warm!” Salcido said.
“And where is that?”
“South, anywhere south. We just keep riding until we can stand outside with our shirts off.”
“Why would we do that?” I asked, flabbergasted. “That sounds awful.”
“You’ve been in the cold too long. You’ve forgotten what it feels like to be in the baking wind, but I haven’t forgotten. Not one second did I let it slip my mind. Every day I was mining at the dig site, I thought about going home… But there’s no going back there…” His voice lowered when he spoke of home, and I felt hypnotized as he stared at me. Despite Salcido’s ill temper and aggressive demeanor, I couldn’t help but admire him. Trapped beneath those eyes of anger and anguish, there was an ocean of radiating determination. “We’ve been given a second chance, and we’re not going to waste it.”

	The truck was filled with supplies, including enough fuel and food to survive for weeks. The food was nothing special, just canned beans and shriveled, smoked fruits. While I could hardly finish my meal of cold preserves, Salcido would go through four or five with each sitting. “They never did give us enough food. I was afraid I would shrink down to skin and bone like the rest,” he muttered while using his fingers to fish out the last of the beans’ juices.
	As we rode south, trees began dotting the landscape, and after having refuelled a dozen times, the ground went from frozen Earth, to mud, and then to golden grass. We eventually reached a forest— the first time I had ever seen one. To me, the bountiful green was more beautiful than I had ever imagined. Lano’s descriptions had never quite translated just how tall forests were. Salcido, on the other hand, found it frustrating. He was accustomed to the lush climate of the southern highlands and was not impressed by the mossy, emerald pillars. To him, it was merely an obstacle.
	We made a detour west, and after not too long, we found a path cutting south. The thick pines stood like a seductive, yet frightening maze. As much as I wanted to go out and explore, I was too afraid to leave the vehicle. The forest made me feel claustrophobic. In the compound, we could see miles in all directions. Here, anything could have been lurking only meters away. Wolves and bears, like in the stories, and perhaps dragons, although Lano had always made the point to say those don’t exist. Still, my young mind formed fantastic fantasies.
When we made it out from under the canopy, we stopped at the edge of a slope leading down into a desert. This desert was similar to the tundra in the sense that it was vast and barren as far as the eyes could see, but different in the sense that it was invitingly warm. It was the polar opposite, yet somehow familiar. I felt pushed away from the cold white landscape behind me, and drawn to the golden sands below. This desert brought a new promise. It meant freedom.
	“We made it to the Caribbean basin.” Salcido jumped from the driver’s seat. “Get out!” he ordered, and I did as I was told. I moved around the side and saw him standing with his shirt off, his hands on his hips and eyes closed as he basked in the sun. “There’s nothing like this feeling.”
	As I stared at him, I realized that my fur coat was drenched in sweat. Despite the fact that we were well out of the cold, I still couldn’t find it in myself to stand bare-chested. He opened his eyes and glanced at me. “Well? Don’t you want to know what it feels like? Or do you want to crawl back to your slave camp and freeze to death?”
	“I’ve never willingly taken my shirt off outside.”
	“A week ago, I had never driven a truck,” he replied dryly as he climbed onto the hood and threw his hands up to the sky. “Now look at me!”
	Sweat dripped down the back of my neck as I stared into the distance. “I guess you’re right.” I pulled my thick fur jacket off, and then my fur sweater, and then my wool shirt, and undershirt. I balled it all up and tossed it into the truck. Salcido leaned down to grab my hand and pulled me up with one arm. 
	“Skinny and pale,” he said while slapping the back of my head. “With a fat head too. You look like a lollipop candy. I bet you don’t even know what that is.”
	Before I had a chance to curse him out, he put his arm around my shoulders and pulled me closer. He then pointed off into the Caribbean basin. “Out there, we have countless opportunities. Out there, you can be anything! Tell me, Bishop. What do you want to be?”
	He let me go and stared at me. I could only sway. How was I supposed to respond? I knew nothing of the world— absolutely nothing other than the slave camp. It’s where I grew up. It’s where I learned to work with my hands and tinker with machines. It’s where I worshiped and feared the men that whipped and fed me. “I don’t know…” I finally said. “I- I don’t know anything.”
	Salcido stared thoughtfully into the distance, one of his hands planted on my shoulder and the other on his hip. He then looked back over the desert with a satisfied, crooked grin. “Are you willing to do whatever it takes to become king?”
I wasn’t entirely certain what that meant, ‘to be king.’ I could only think of the story Lano had told us by the campfire a week ago. As a slave, I was the winemaker, but I was sick of making wine for men that would only execute me in the end. “I’m going to do whatever it takes,” I said softly. Yet, somehow, the words felt fitting. “I want to be king.”
	Salcido nodded and said, “Good. You have what it takes. I know you do.” Then he patted my back, crossed his arms, and took a deep breath. We stood silently, staring into the desert, shining under a golden sun. He was right; standing with my shirt off, in the warm breeze, was the best feeling I had ever experienced.
When we reached Lima two weeks later, it felt like stepping into a myth. Slaves like us were never meant to see it. The city fed on relics unearthed by camps like Glaciea’s, reborn through scholars who bent the old world into something new. People said Lima was a fragment of a greater past, growing brighter each year. For refugees, it was the end of the tunnel.
The city dwarfed anything I had known. Buildings rose four stories high, streets churned with pedestrians and mule carts, and motorized vehicles crept through intersections like rare beasts. Even the battered truck we arrived in was worth a fortune. Salcido traded it for a sack of coins—my first lesson in currency. I couldn’t understand how something so massive could be reduced to something so small.
We spent months tasting freedom. We were turned away from wealthy districts unless Salcido bribed the guards, but I felt rich enough drinking bitter coffee in middle-caste cafés. Eventually, the money ran out. Six months passed, and we were still undocumented, stranded in a rigid caste system with no safety net.
Work came quickly, but not well. Salcido found us jobs at the desert docks, hauling cargo beneath Lima’s cliffs. It wasn’t much different from the slave camp. I was content to survive, but Salcido wasn’t. I could see it in his eyes. A year passed before an opportunity finally arrived.


Chapter 4 – A New Name
	It was as any other day working at the docks, and just as my hands began to cramp, a loud buzz sounded throughout the dockyard. A hundred men dropped whatever they were holding and converged towards the trucks that had just brought in the night crew.
While the exhausted day crew piled into the transports, the fresh men moved to take their place. The only man that didn’t hastily make his way to claim one of the few cushioned seats was Salcido. He stood in front of the trucks, arms crossed and a massive grin on his face. I lit up at the sight of his expression, knowing that it had to be good news.
“What’s that smile?” I asked him. 
	“Bishop, you’re not going to believe it,” he said as he turned around to climb into the back of the truck. He lent me a hand and lifted me up, and we began our shuffle through the crowded compartment. When we found seating, he leaned in and spoke softly— as though the news was private, “I found us a better job.”
	“Yeah?” I asked excitedly. He immediately grabbed the back of my head and pulled me back down.
	“Shhhh. Don’t let anyone notice anything. Last thing we need is for other people to drag us down.”
	“What’s the job?” I asked in a hushed voice.
	“I found a job in a caravan. A mining operation in the Shifting Sands. Do you know what that means? We’re going to be the ones that these sorry suckers are loading and unloading for. We’re moving up the food chain.”
	The truck started and I looked around at my colleagues. The dirty, oily, tired dock workers. Immigrants who had come to Lima seeking a better life, but who were now locked in their place at the bottom of the caste system. I smiled towards Salcido and asked, “And when do we start?”
	“Right now.”
	“What?”
	“We’re heading straight for the office when we reach the top of the cliff. It’s here in Lima’s port.”
	“But I’m covered in dust?”
	“Good, the desert is filled with dust, and Mr. Jagger needs to see you can handle it.”
When the trucks delivered us to the top of the cliff, most of the workers hopped out and began their march home, but we peeled off and went straight for a small building overlooking the Shifting Sands. I had noticed the building before, since men in nice clothes were often hanging around there. Every so often, soldiers could be seen hovering about. They were the same type of soldiers that had come to Glaciea’s camp, and that I had now learned were notorious mercenaries.
	Just as we approached, the door opened up and out stepped a man in a black suit. He looked mid-thirties and had a thin mustache. This man was many layers above us in the caste system. We shouldn’t have approached him directly without good reason, and it made me a bit uncomfortable, but he then smiled and opened the door for us. “Mr. Le Noire,” the man in the suit said. “Another long day behind you?”
	“Every day, Mr. Jagger,” Salcido responded.
	“Good to hear! That means a cold drink is extra refreshing.” I watched in shock as the man in the suit grabbed Salcido’s hand and shook it. He then turned to me and said, “And you must be Bishop, youngest of the Le Noire brothers!”
	“Uhhhh…I- Um…uh.” I stammered awkwardly. Jagger raised an eyebrow as his hand hung midair. Salcido rolled his eyes before giving me a nudge, prompting me to reach out and accept the handshake.
	“Trust me, he’s really smart,” Salcido assured Mr. Jagger.
	“We all have our strengths.” Mr. Jagger shrugged as he entered the building. Salcido moved close behind him but before he got through the door, I grabbed his sleeve and pulled him closer. “Bishop Le Noire? Is that my name now?”
	Salcido leaned in and whispered, “Trust me, Bishop. If you walk around with only a first name, these fancy-pants assholes are not going to respect you. It means the black or something in an ancient language. These Limans really like their dumb dead words, so we’ll fit right in with this last name.”
	“Ahem,” Mr. Jagger cleared his throat and we both stood at attention. “It’s a bit rude to whisper like this in company. Whatever you are discussing, you should have discussed beforehand.”
	“Yes, sir. Sorry, sir,” we both said. 
	Mr. Jagger nodded and unlocked the door to his office. There was a large window taking up the entire left-side wall. He crossed the room and fell into a leather chair behind his desk, then gestured for us to sit. “So, Bishop,” he said as he pulled a bottle out of a tub of ice. “How old are you?”
	“Sixteen,” I said while eyeing the alcoholic beverage. Both Jagger and Salcido smiled. I tried to hold my poker face, but when I realized there was no point, I also smiled and corrected myself, “Almost sixteen.”
	“You are not a very good liar,” Jagger poured two glasses. He gave one to Salcido before folding his fingers and looking at me. The other drink he kept close to himself. “Salcido has already told me his story, but now I would like to hear from you. How do two young royals from a highland tribe wind up working at the docks of Lima,” his expression suddenly ran cold, and I could tell immediately he was sizing me up. Whatever Salcido had told him, if I didn’t match it, we were going to lose whatever opportunity Mr. Jagger was offering. I looked towards Salcido, who was awaiting an answer expectantly. Though he seemed calm on the surface, I could see near-panic in his expression. The idiot hadn’t even given me a rundown.
	I looked back towards Mr. Jagger, dropped my eyes to the floor, and said, “It was horrible. I don’t like talking about it. But, if you must know, my whole family is gone. There is no going back. Our land has been conquered and our people enslaved. That’s why we are here. We have nowhere else to go.” I kept my eyes glued to the floor and threw in a sniffle. Salcido put his arm around my shoulder and patted my head.
	“It’s okay, buddy. We’re going to make it through this.”
	I kept my head bowed, partially because I was afraid my performance wasn’t convincing enough. Partially because I didn’t want Jagger to ask me another question. I heard another drink being poured and looked up to see that Jagger had placed a glass in front of me. He nodded sympathetically. “Well, it would be a shame for me to let royal blood go to waste.” Mr. Jagger picked up his glass and got out of his chair. He then walked up to the window overlooking the desert, which had fallen under sunset. Floodlights illuminated the dockyard where our replacements were hard at work. 
“I remember when you two arrived in Lima a year ago. For a city that is no stranger to odd events, you definitely turned some heads. A couple of kids stepping out of a battle-torn truck with a load of Catalina grade firearms.” Mr. Jagger snorted a short laugh before raising his drink. “Quite an entrance.”
“And still we worked in the docks for a year before we were given the opportunity to move up.” Salcido gulped half his drink in one swift motion.
“Most people live and die in the caste they were born,” Jagger said while throwing a challenging glare back at Salcido. “A year is nothing.”
“When you’re ambitious, a stagnant year feels like forever.”
“I’m glad that’s your mentality because you leave tomorrow on your first expedition. Bishop will ride with the mechanics; you will ride with the caravan master.”
“Tomorrow?” I spoke up in surprise, prompting both Salcido and Jagger to look at me. “But we’re scheduled for the day shift at the docks,” I said.
Salcido and Jagger both laughed. Then Salcido said, “They have one hundred people lined up out there. They’ll be fine without us.”
“They won’t even notice you missing,” Jagger said. “And if they do, so what? They’ll pull any halfwit from the streets and put him on the line.”
“I’m not waiting for you.” Salcido looked sternly at me. “You’re either in, or you’re out.”
“Of course I’m in. It’s just so soon,” I responded.
“You’ll be back in five days,” Jagger assured me. “If you still want to work at the loading line, be my guest. But my thoughts are that you’ll think otherwise when you get your payment.”
“But we have a responsibility to our boss.”
Salcido rolled his eyes. “We have a responsibility to ourselves.” Salcido then leaned in and whispered, “Get that slave mentality out of your fat head. We’re free men now, and I even convinced them that we’re nobles. We’re on a fast track to the good life.”
“What did I just say about whispering in company?” Jagger spoke up in a scolding tone. “I don’t know how you do it wherever you’re from, but don’t ever do that in Lima.”
“Yes, sir. Sorry, sir.”
He eyed both of us up and down until his point was made clear. He then reapproached his desk, where he cozied into his leather chair opposite to us. He interlaced his fingers and leaned forward. “I’m suddenly reminded of something my father told me when I was very young. It has always stuck with me, and perhaps Bishop could benefit from the advice. ‘Responsibilities become opportunities when dealt with properly.’” He paused so that it could sink in, but I wasn’t sure what to make of the quote. As a slave, life was nothing but responsibilities. Perhaps this rule was meant for individuals from affluent families. We continued staring until Salcido broke the silence. “We are incredibly responsible. As you can see, Bishop even has loyalty to his low-wage, backbreaking job.”
“Yes, I can see that. A mixture of noble loyalty and youthful naivete. The latter, however, will diminish with time. I’m willing to take a gamble on you two. Tomorrow, you ride with the miners.” Jagger raised his glass high, prompting both Salcido and I to do the same. “Here’s to you, young bloods. May you find in Lima the glory you seek!”

After a month or so, I had quite a bit of experience on the caravan. Despite what I first expected, I was not repairing any vehicles, but rather operating the mining hoses. From what I had been told, the iridescent, dark-purple sand named soursalt was some kind of wonder substance. Its function ranged from fuel for the vehicles, to combustion powder for firearms. Although we often spent days searching the ever changing landscape, once we managed to locate a patch of soursalt, the entire mining process lasted only a couple of hours.
I sat next to the senior engineer, who was supposed to teach me the ropes, but he never said a word. After the first week without conversation, I had forgotten his name, and now became too embarrassed to ask. Despite our complete lack of verbal communication, we did our jobs perfectly. It seemed that some men had no need for names.
Our caravan of fifteen vehicles would ride to the top of a dune, looking down each side for a purple glimmer in a sea of gold. If a vehicle took a sudden turn, the entire caravan would follow. This time, Salcido’s vehicle took a sharp turn to barrel down the slope. We all joined in the descent.
“Ugghhhh,” the senior mechanic groaned deeply as we jolted to a stop. I pulled a pair of goggles over my eyes and left the cabin. Through the burning, salt-filled wind, I saw crewmembers pull hoses from their various transports. Although men were no more than shimmers through the sandstorm, I could tell Salcido was approaching by his signature strut. Alongside his blunderbuss, he was wearing a full suit of combat armor, which consisted of a brodie helmet and iron segmentata under a tan cloak. 
“Finally,” he shouted. “We were getting close to our deadline. I was afraid we were gonna return empty handed!”
I used my wrench to tighten screws and flipped the switch to start the suction process. This was my favorite part of the job. It took about an hour for the tank to fill, during which I could relax. I slapped Salcido on the shoulder and pulled him closer so he could hear me over the wind. “I’m going to get some grub!”
“Go enjoy the chow, if you can! I need to stand guard!”
I crawled into the back of the chowtruck and shook off the dust. Dunesailor cuisine was lacking, even compared to a slave’s diet. Lunch was no more than a few pieces of hardtack, which was a long lasting cracker. It was bland and so dense the only way to eat it would be to soak it in hot water first. Dinner was usually nicer, consisting of smoked meats and dried fruits, similar to what the mercenaries ate. After ten minutes, I took a bite and grinded the horrible hardtack down until I could swallow it. It may not have been a five star dining experience, but to a hungry, tired man in the desert, it was a comforting feeling to have a warm belly.
When I jumped out to transfer the tanking process, I saw all crew members looking up in wonder to witness the colors of the setting sun. Of all the horrible things I had to endure in Glaciea’s compound, the aurora borealis was the only thing I loved, though this wasn’t quite the same. Instead of green and blue, the sky was fire red and orange. Dune fairing men cursed the salt and sun during the day. Yet, these two components always mixed to create something they worshiped at sunrise and sunset. In the tundra, I had always wished I could reach up and touch the aurora, and now the desert glow surrounded me.
	At first, I could not make sense of why these dune fairing men were so infatuated with the Shifting Sands, but it was all beginning to make sense. Beautiful and deadly, the golden waves were a siren calling men into its depths. To traverse the unknown in search of riches and glory, but most importantly, the untamable wilderness offered freedom. No man could build a kingdom in the Shifting Sands. All men were equal when at the mercy of nature. I had never once seen the caravan master mistreat his men, nor had I seen anyone get better treatment than others. Out here, we all had the same ambition; mine soursalt, make it home, and get paid.
	I heard a foghorn and looked towards the top of the dune, into the shimmer that vaguely resembled our lookout. I had never heard that alarm before, but by the looks of my scrambling colleagues, I knew it was serious. “We’ve got company!” The caravan master shouted.
	“Do we pack it up?” I asked a passing crewmember.
	“One foghorn is an unknown vehicle approaching, two foghorns are multiple vehicles approaching. Three foghorns just means retreat.”
	“I only heard one. No big deal then, right?”
	“Doesn’t matter. Go grab a gun,” he said as he pushed me towards the storage truck. I saw men taking up defensive positions wherever they could. Salcido stood atop the caravan master’s truck, unfazed and prepared for the worst. Now, I held a blunderbuss in the raging wind and stayed with my back glued to the hull of my vehicle.
	“Keep your cool, youngster. There was only one horn, so this is all just for precaution. I doubt you’ll need to use that weapon.” I looked up towards the senior mechanic. This was the most he’d spoken to me since our first introduction. “The lookout hasn’t even left its post to regroup with us. The threat can’t be that bad,” he added.
	“Yes, sir,” I said as I suddenly felt a deep calmness. Atop the neighboring dune, twenty meters or so high, stood the vague shimmer resembling our lookout. When an unknown vehicle appeared from my peripheral vision, the entire crew leaned into their iron sights and aimed at the newcomer.
	It was larger than any of our trucks, and it only had two front wheels. The back wheels were tracks, just like the ones from the vehicle Salcido and I had stolen to escape Glaciea’s compound. I looked up towards Salcido and saw that he was looking at me too. I breathed out and tightened my grip around the blunderbuss.
	The vehicle stopped and stood idle before the front opened. Out jumped a mercenary— his tan fatigues, which had looked so out of place in the snow, now blended perfectly with the burning sea. Had he been further away, he would have been a ghost in the sandstorm.
	“Who are you?” The caravan master shouted.
	“Jagger sent me!”
“Why? We’re doing just fine!”
“Raiders in the area!”
Salcido and the caravan master exchanged glances, as did I with the two men beside me. The caravan master skeptically replied, “Then why are you alone?”
“I’m a Catalina bred mercenary. You only need me!” The mercenary began casually strutting into camp. Besides his blunderbuss and saber, he had two flintlock pistols on his chest and two more on his hip. Everyone continued aiming until the senior mechanic lowered his weapon and said, “This is a waste of time.” He was the first to break formation, but the rest of the crew quickly followed and everyone got back to work.
	I suddenly realized that the tank was probably full. With the blunderbuss still in my hands, I ran over to the tanker and saw that the needle was pushing red. The pressure had never reached the max on my watch, and I didn’t want to know what happened if it did. I dropped my weapon and began unscrewing the pipeline. Soursalt sprayed in all directions after release. It covered my clothes and greased up my goggles, but I managed to wrestle the tube to the next tanker and hook it up.
	When I was finished, I tried wiping my hands clean on my clothes, but only spread the soursalt over my pants. Sighing in disappointment, I decided to return to the chowtruck and wait out the next tanking process. I turned around and bumped into the Catalina mercenary. He didn’t even budge, but I fell back on my rear and was left staring up at the towering man. He was holding two blunderbusses— his own, and the one I had dropped a moment earlier. He didn’t make a gesture to help me up. He only said, “Never leave your weapon in the sand like that.”
	I stood up and took a step back. The deep voice, the commanding presence— I knew this was the same man Salcido and I had stolen the truck from. Although his goggles were tinted, I could tell he was scrutinizing me and planning something, but there was no violence. He just handed me back my blunderbuss.
	“Thank you,” I said as I bowed my head and hurried off.
	I found Salcido still sitting on the top of the truck. “Salcido!” I whisper-yelled, hoping that the sandstorm might shroud my voice. “We have a problem.”
	“I know. It’s him. Just act natural. All we have to do is make it home. Finish up your task and get to sleep. Make sure he sees as little of you as possible. And don’t talk to me anymore. We’re probably more recognizable together. Understood?”
	“Yes.”
	“Be safe, brother.”
	After what was probably the most stressful evening of work I had ever experienced— and that’s coming from an ex-slave— I quickly retreated to my sleeping pod in the mining rig. The fact that it couldn’t lock had always made me feel safe in the claustrophobic space. The absence of a lock was the difference between sleeping in a pod and sleeping in a coffin. Now, I wished I could weld myself in with a blow torch.
	Despite my fear, I must have managed to fall asleep, because later I awoke to the sound of my pod opening. As a reflex, I equipped my goggles immediately, only to see a hand reach in and grab me by the ankle. Before I had time to react, I was dragged into the depth of the night. I fell flat onto the soft sand and tasted salt as my face was pushed into the dead ocean. It all happened so quickly. Awake only five seconds, and already filled with fear-fueled adrenaline. With one hand, he picked me back up and pushed me against the truck by my throat like a rag doll.
	“Thirty-five,” Kiabutsu said quietly. “Thirty-five men I grew up with. Thirty-five of my closest friends, dead. Dead in the frozen wastes. Buried among slaves and savages. I only made it out by the grace of my ancestors.”
	His hand coiled tighter around my neck as he pushed me harder into the hull. Air couldn’t escape my lungs. I couldn’t even whimper, but I wasn’t going down without a fight. I started kicking and punching the hull of the truck with all my might, banging a warning for anyone willing to listen. Kiabutsu lifted me up before bringing me down onto his metal kneepad. I heard a sharp crack, and my vision went white as a horrendous warmth exploded in my back. My screams of torment forced their way up my throat, but remained trapped by his hand as I was repeatedly slammed into the ground.
	“I spent two years looking for you, slave. Ask yourself, was it worth it? Was it worth two measly years of freedom? Was it worth this pain?” He released my neck just long enough for me to gasp for air. Had he wanted me dead, it would have taken him a split second. My death was meant to be lingering and painful. As I accepted my fate, I stared up into the soulless man hovering over me. There was something about his body language— the calm and calculated movements of someone that had done this far too often, but he eventually decided he was finished playing with his prey. My airways constricted tighter and tighter. My head felt as though it were to explode as an enormous pressure built, and all the while I heard the question echo, “Was it worth it? Was it worth this pain?” The answer was a resounding yes. These two years were the best of my life, and though I couldn’t say it, I could grin up at him triumphantly.
	He seemed taken aback by my smile in the face of death— frozen for a moment as he wondered what could have possibly been running through my mind. He had probably fantasized about this moment, and my mocking grin was an insult. I suddenly felt his body tense with rage, just as I thought he was about to twist my head off, a loud boom resonated as his head jolted violently sideways. Sparks flew from his metal helmet as he rolled off me.
	I gasped for air and clawed at my collar while staring up at my savior— Salcido, with a smoking blunderbuss in the wind. “I hope your friends died slowly!” He jumped down from atop the truck and delivered the butt of the blunderbuss into his victim’s face. “Slaver garbage!” Salcido started hammering violently while I coughed and lay moaning beside him. Every cough shot pain through my back, but with all the salt in my throat I couldn’t help myself. Despite the pain, I found the strength to prop myself up against the truck. I held my sleeve to my mouth and squinted through my cracked goggle lenses.
	Salcido dropped his blunderbuss and reached for the flintlock pistol on Kiabutsu’s chest, but before he could pull the trigger, Kiabutsu diverted the shot and dragged Salcido to the ground. The mercenary was built like a tank, and I would never have stood a chance, but Salcido was an entirely different story. Though Salcido was two heads shorter than the Catalinan, he had only grown in muscle and was able to wrestle the giant across the salted earth. Rhythmic squirts of blood launched from Kiabutsu’s shattered goggles, indicating that his biological clock was nearing expiration. Salcido only had to survive until his opponent bled out.
	I forced myself to my feet and stumbled over to the idle blunderbuss. The pain was impossible to ignore, but I did my best to lift the barrel and aim at the rolling combatants. If Kiabutsu gained the advantage at any moment, he was getting another dose of buckshot.
	During the tussle, Salcido wound up on top, and for a moment it seemed as though he had the dominant position, but then Kiabutsu lifted his hips and clenched Salcido between his legs. Salcido’s arms flailed as he delivered ineffective punches. Sand launched into the air as he failed to find grip. Kiabutsu then brought his hips down to choke Salcido in a triangle formation before unsheathing his knife. I breathed in, aimed, and fired the blunderbuss, which sent a shock down my broken posterior ribs. I knew the recoil was going to hurt, but there was no way I could mentally prepare for the tsunami of pain that crashed into me and forced me to the ground. I screamed and rolled over, gritting my teeth and pinching my eyes shut, not even looking to see if I had struck my target. My blunderbuss was a single shot weapon, and now there was nothing I could do. When I did look back, I saw that Kiabutsu’s hand had been turned to a nub by the wrist. I couldn’t help but feel guilty. I knew he was trying to kill me. I knew he had cracked my posterior rib cage, but I had never harmed anyone before. It felt strange, and although the scene was morbid, I couldn’t help but watch. Despite having been blinded and having lost a hand, Kiabutsu continued squeezing Salcido’s neck between his legs. Many men had shared stories about Catalinan mercenaries, but they had always seemed far fetched— now I watched in horror as the zombie of a man continued a calculated sparring match against my brother without expressing a shred of pain.
	Salcido fumbled with Kiabutsu’s flintlock pistol, and when he unholstered it, he aimed the muzzle directly in the middle of Kiabutsu’s cracked goggles. Before I had the chance to look away, he fired, shredding skin and bone. The mercenary roared horrendously as he released Salcido and began flailing across the ground— like an animal whose mind had been shattered, but who’s broken body continued desperately fighting without rhyme or reason. The sight, stench, and sound made me vomit.
The mercenary continued for what felt like an eternity, but it all ultimately ended with one high-pitched squeal, an unnatural contortion of the body, and then the sudden release of all muscle tension. Salcido, who had been coughing and heaving, cursed quietly as he approached the corpse. For good measure, he pulled another second flint lock pistol from Kiabutsu’s bandoleer and held it a mere inch from his skull. This final gunshot brought a sense of peace, and as I rolled over to stare into the heavens whirling above, I moaned and whimpered in agony.
	“BISHOP!” Salcido called out through the raging wind. “Where are you? Bishop! Are you okay?”
	“My back, I think he broke my back.” I started sobbing, filling up my airtight goggles with tears. “Salcido!” I cried and reached towards him. “Salcido, it hurts.”
	“Oh, shit…” Salcido dropped beside me and cradled my head with his palm. He was absolutely caked in red mud. “Bishop, listen to me buddy, everything is going to be okay,” he said before pushing a rag against my mouth to protect me from the wind. “It’s over now.”
	Now that the immediate threat was dealt with, I broke down and started crying. Salcido just cradled my head and squeezed my hand, telling me that everything was going to be alright. It didn’t make me feel better.	


Chapter 5 – The Gala 
	Although it was impossible to appreciate at the time, breaking my back was a blessing in disguise. Since Jagger couldn’t keep me in the caravan, he put me in the garage for repairs. At first, he thought my injury would make me a weak link, and he made it clear that I had to make myself useful in order to keep the job. Just like in the tundra all those years ago, I decided to give it my all. The difference between working for Jagger, compared to Glaciea, was that I actually loved working in the garage. It’s where I had the opportunity to shine. I loved it so much that I worked all day, every day. I was the first one in and the last one out. Sometimes, they had to drag me away from the engines to do more mundane tasks. I wanted to know everything about the inner-workings of these massive machines, and after a few years, Jagger promoted me.
	Whenever we received ancient machinery from the dig sites, I couldn’t help but think of my past, although I never mentioned it to anyone. Salcido and I had made a pact to rewrite our history, and as far as everyone was concerned, the mercenary was an assassin, sent by the same people that had wiped out our fictitious tribe. Slaves? Us? Never. We were royalty!
	After a while, the lies felt more natural, and my true origin became a mere dream. I found myself creating vivid memories of moments that had never occurred. Salcido once asked, “Remember that time we stole our dad’s ceremony pipe and smoked in the forest?” and I answered, “Yeah, I’ll never forget the look on his face,” only for me to realize a split second later that I had never been there. When we were alone, Salcido would often share stories about his family, and I found myself listening in wonder to what could have been, had I not been sold into slavery as a child. In these moments, my imagination went wild with the thought of being held by a protective parent, and perhaps my fantasies had begun to spill into my logical recognition. Like some kind of parasite, I had absorbed Sacido’s history and inserted myself into it, but he smiled and made me feel right at home. “Yeah, dad was pissed.”
Gradually, Salcido and I spent less time together. As he was out making deals and playing a businessman, I was in the garage. When I first started, the average height of a dune truck was 4 meters tall, 6 meters wide, and 10 meters long. I pitched to Jagger that it was a waste of resources to spread the caravan utilities across a fleet of ten to twenty vehicles and that it would be far more cost-efficient to start designing larger trucks. He gave me the freedom to build prototypes, and my designs quickly proved useful. As Jagger’s business expanded, I was given a team that grew with each project. Soon, I was basically managing the entire hangar. I was only eighteen and respected by the entire company, and known throughout the port. Though I rarely had any interaction with clients from the higher castes, I would often be approached by representatives who hired me for private projects. I designed and built vehicles ranging anywhere from luxury personal cars to massive merchant transports. Jagger realized my potential, and instead of attempting to keep me under his control, he rewarded me.
	“Bishop!” Jagger shouted as he waltzed through the garage one fateful day.
	I rolled out from underneath one of the trucks and removed my greasy gloves, “Yes, Mr. Jagger?”
	“Come here. Walk with me.” 
	“I’m actually in the middle of something.”
“Ok, then here…” He fished in his pocket and pulled out a small envelope. “A dear friend of mine is throwing a gala in the center ring, and this is your invitation.”
	“A gala in the center ring?” I asked as I carefully examined the pure white envelope. “You’re serious? For me?”
	Jagger put his arm around me and smiled, “I realized that the gala was on your birthday, so I thought I might as well invite you too! I don’t believe in coincidence, after all.”
	“I don’t know what to say. Thank you, Mr. Jagger.”
	“It’s all good kid. There’s a plus one; bring your brother along.” He winked and made his way out of the garage, but not before stopping to shout to the rest of the team. “You hear that folks!? Work hard and I will do my best to make sure you live a better life!”
	The crew looked back at me as Jagger left the building.
	“You better get some nice clothes,” one of the mechanics told me. “This could be your ticket to a higher caste.”
	“Nice clothes?” 
	“Yeah, like a fitted button-down with a tie.”
	“Where can I get that?”	
	The old mechanic shrugged. “Somewhere in town, I presume.”
	I looked towards my team, and felt almost as if I had to ask them permission to leave, until one of them shouted, “Well? What are you waiting for!?”
	“Right! I’m heading out! I’ll be back tomorrow!”
	Half an hour later, I was banging on the door to Salcido’s apartment. He opened up slightly and peeked out. His hair was disheveled and his eyes red. “Bishop? What are you doing out of your cave?”
	“I have an invitation to a gala in the center ring and I can bring one guest. It’s two days from now. We have to get some nice clothes.”
	Salcido’s droopy eyes twinkled as he grinned at the envelope, which had absorbed the oil from my hands and now had finger prints covering the glistening white. “One sec,” he then said. “Let me put on some pants.” The door slammed shut, and a minute or two later, a couple of giggling girls left his apartment. They smiled at me as they passed, but I averted my eyes as I felt myself blush. “Hi, Bishop,” they said playfully.
	“Hi,” I responded sheepishly. Salcido always told his girlfriends to be affectionate with me. Although he meant well in this misguided attempt to ease me into romance, I also knew he found my awkward reactions comical.
“Alright,” Salcido yawned as he combed his hair to the side as he stepped out. “How do I look?”
“Tired. You look very tired.”
“But do I look good?” He flexed his massive physique, which had only gotten bigger.
“You look fantastic. How do I look?” I asked as I exaggerated his poses.
Salcido smiled and shut the door behind him. “Ha. Ha. You’re looking good. Just a little pale and skinny, but that’s nothing new. At least your body grew into proportion to that big head of yours.”
I responded to his taunt, “At least I’m not as tall as I am wide.”
Salcido stared blankly at me for a moment, then conceded with a crooked smile. “Good one, but height doesn’t matter if you have length.” He held his hands about fifteen centimeters apart as he bobbed his head towards the girls, who were just turning the corner while smiling at us. Salcido held his crooked grin until they disappeared, then slapped me on my back. “Tall, skinny, fat, short, it doesn’t matter. A suit will look good on both of us! Let’s get matching threads!”
	Two days later, Salcido and I waited by Jagger’s office for him to pick us up. We were both wearing matching, checkered suits, with the exception that Salcido’s was so tight he couldn’t lift his hands above his head.
The cliff’s edge behind us looked out over the Shifting Sands. I hadn’t been out there since I had my back ribs cracked, but I felt it calling to me. Despite the fact that ten percent of the vehicles in the port were by my design, I rarely had the opportunity to ride them.
	“Do you really need that?” Salcido asked as he pointed towards my walking cane.
	“If we’re out all night, then yes.”
“Your back still hurts? Wow. Are you doing your stretches and stuff?”
“Everyday.”
“Will it ever get any better?”
I shrugged. “It’s already better. It just aches if I stand for too long.”
“Only nineteen and already an old man,” Salcido mused. “Are you excited for your birthday party? I heard they’re throwing the gala in your honor. They hired six-hundred strippers.”
“Yeah, great.”
Salcido pushed me lightly. “Hey, maybe you’ll finally bring a girl home. You gotta lose the cane though.”
“I think I’ll be fine.”
“You can’t marry a machine, Bishop. You gotta get out there and flirt with someone.”
I gave him a light whack with my walking stick. “Say’s who? Half the time I hear you brag about sleeping with someone, and the other half of the time you’re complaining about the same girl.”
“Trust me, Bishop. They’re worth the drama.” Salcido made a vague humping gesture, stopping only when a passer-by looked towards him.
“Hmmm, I’ll take your word for it,” I said.
“You know, you grew up without ever seeing a woman in the slave camp, so I understand you’re a little nervous. But you’ve been free for five years now, and you still live like a slave in that garage. That’s on you, man.”
“What are you saying?”
“I’m saying you can take the man out of the cage, but you can’t take the cage out of the man. Only one person can free you, and that’s you.”
He looked up at me, awaiting some kind of remark, but I had no response. He was completely right.
“In other words; old habits die hard,” Salcido added just as a black car rolled up. It was a model I had specifically designed for Jagger, probably one of the smoothest rides I had ever designed. It had caught the interest of many of his business partners, which in turn had given me the opportunity to work for higher castes. Jagger rolled down his passenger side window. “Sorry I’m late, fellas. You can hop in the back.”
“Thank you, Mr. Jagger,” we both said before scooting in. The moment we shut the door, the chauffeur sped off.
“Good evening gentlemen. You both look dashing,” Jagger said as he looked back over his chair. “I trust you are excited.”
	“Incredibly.” Salcido bounced in his seat. “This is my first time in the center ring. Is it really as beautiful as they say? I want a house there one day.”
	“You want a house in the center ring?” Jagger repeated with a chuckle. “Do you have any idea how much that costs?”
	“Yeah, that reminds me.” Salcido slapped Jagger on the shoulders. “We were gonna ask you for another raise.”
	We all shared a laugh before Jagger abruptly said, “No.”
	“Oh, well.” Salcido fell back into his seat. “It was worth a shot.”
	“Definitely. I admire your drive. Both of you. I knew young nobles like you were of good blood, and worthy of an opportunity, but I never expected you to excel like this. As long as my company grows, you will grow with it. However, the two of you are earning more than men twice your age. Don’t forget that.”
	“Of course not,” Salcido said as he stared out the window. “It was just a joke.”
	As we passed checkpoints and went deeper into the city, Salcido and I absorbed the change in scenery. Roads quickly turned from having horse-drawn carriages to cars. Street vendors disappeared, and in their place performers filled the sidewalks. There was literally more color deeper in the city, not only on the buildings, but on the pedestrians too. A moment ago, I felt chique in my new clothes, but as we passed people wearing feathered crowns and sparkling dresses, I began to feel underdressed. It almost seemed like the extravagance of the inner city was meant to remind me of my place, and honestly, that probably wasn’t too far from the truth. Jagger’s suit was often simple in design, but pockets of color were hidden throughout his outfit. From under the collar, to the inside of his cuffs, secret patterns of dyed silk were tucked away. Jagger had always been an example of extreme wealth posing modestly. Although he was a hardcore conservative with a strict belief in the caste system, he had been kind to me. I tried not to wonder how he might have treated me had he known I was once a slave.
	Eventually, we made it to a massive market square, “Welcome to the center, boys,” he said.
	Both Salcido and I leaned forward to get a better look out the front window. It reminded me of the markets by the docks, which were just as crowded and hectic. Except here, much like everywhere else near the center, there was a clear increase in wealth. It was an orgy of fashion and art. The heat of negotiation and ecstasy of new bought merchandise rang out from all corners in this epicenter of playful commerce. Through all the sights and sounds, I fixated on a group of Catalinan mercenaries escorting a client in a box formation. Though they weren’t wearing any armor or carrying weapons, there was no mistaking them. Even the upper caste citizens made way for the frightening men. I felt a burning needle in my spine, and Salcido cursed them out under his breath, “Human garbage.”
	“We’re almost there,” Jagger added. “To your left, you will see the gates to Acriplia, the city center. It’s where the oligarchy lives and where the senate operates.”
Salcido and I both looked to the left and saw a tall wall at the foot of a hill. Behind the wall were dozens of palaces, and at the center of the guarded hill stood something akin to a cathedral. “What’s that?”
“The senate building. That’s where men decide the fate of Lima.”
“I always wonder what makes them so special.” Salcido glared up at the shining monument on a hill.
“Blood,” said Jagger. “The same families have been in charge of Lima for over two hundred and fifty years. They have a tight seal on their power. No matter who you are in this city. No matter how high you climb, you will never be able to join their caste. Maybe if you marry into the family, but even then you’ll be an outcast.”
“We’ll see about that,” Salcido said.
Jagger turned around and stared him down. “There will be senators at the gala. You are my guest. Behave yourself or you will regret it.”
A crooked grin formed on Salcido’s face. “Will any of their daughters be there?”
Jagger continued glaring until his message was clear. “I won’t cause any trouble…” Salcido mumbled as his enthusiasm died.
“Good.”
We stopped in front of a large building on the edge of the plaza and stepped out. At my feet was a long carpet leading up the stairs and into the front entrance. On either side of the walkway was a black rope holding a curious crowd back. I had been told that weapons were not allowed within the city perimeters, and yet I saw men wearing black and purple plate armor and holding muskets. Though they were menacing, they looked nothing like the Catalinan mercenaries. “Who are they?” I asked.
“Black Oxen. The senator’s private army. They rarely leave Acriplia, but if you ever spot one, you can be assured that someone very important is nearby.” Jagger closed the door behind him and then leaned through the open window to speak to his chauffeur. “Pick us up at twelve. You are free to do whatever you like until then.”
“Thank you, sir.”
Jagger’s car made a quick exit, and the next vehicle in line took its place. As I followed Salcido and Jagger up the walkway, I peered back at the guests arriving behind us. Out stepped a man and a woman. Both wore black, the man in a suit and the woman in a dress. They were followed by a young woman wearing a long, dark blue skirt. We locked eyes for a moment, and I felt a smile bloom on my face. She didn’t smile back, and only looked at my cane. Although her expression bore no judgment, I couldn’t help but feel embarrassed, so I turned back to face the entrance, picked up my cane, and did my best to disguise my limp.
“Alright!” Salcido rubbed his hands together and looked back. “Time to shine, Bishop! Be cool, be slick, be interesting.”
“Just be yourself,” Jagger reassured me as he opened the door. On the other side was a massive hall. Chandeliers swung from tall painted ceilings while marble pillars held up balconies where dinner guests could peer down at the dancing couples. I could not help but stand frozen at the majesty of Liman architecture. There must have been nearly two hundred people spinning on the dance floor, and that wasn’t near half the guests. It was as impressive as it was intimidating. Since I had no idea where to go or what to do, I stuck close to Jagger as he shimmied through the crowd. Salcido disappeared from my line of sight the moment we entered the building.
“Good,” Jagger said as he spotted me behind him. “Let your brother go about his promiscuous ways. I would like to introduce you to someone very important.”
We made our way to the staircase where Jagger paused to offer a helping hand. In response, I gave him my cane and began climbing the steps. It may have been the pressure brought on by the many onlookers, but I flew up that staircase as smoothly as the rest. 
“It’s good to see you back at full strength. How have you recovered so marvelously?” asked Jagger.
“What can I say? It must be my royal blood,” I answered while examining the elevated dining room. White cloth tables and crystal glasses filled the massive pillar-suspended balcony. A flurry of servants fussed over the many feasting patrons.
Jagger handed me back my cane and we continued our journey past the railing. From above, the dancers swayed in synchrony like a hypnotic tide of textiles. At the buffet table, I noticed the girl in blue again, and who was flirting with her? No one other than my dear brother, Salcido.
“Bishop,” Jagger said, calling me to attention. I turned to see him standing beside an older man in a gray suit. Over his heart, there was a triangle with a circle in it sewn onto his jacket. It was a symbol for the upper caste, often worn by religious folk who believed that there was a separate heaven for every layer of society. Basically, people who believed segregation lasted forever, and often considered the lower caste as lesser spiritual beings. A triangle seemed such a blatant and unimaginative symbol for oppression, and perhaps that was the point. There was no poetry involved. To them it was simple— society was a pyramid, and they belonged on top. “I’d like you to meet Mr. Huysvaughn.”
“A pleasure to meet you,” I said as I attempted a handshake.
Mr. Huysvaughn smiled but did not accept the gesture. Instead, he nodded slightly and said, “I’ve heard a lot about you, Bishop.”
“Mr. Huysvaughn is from the family that discovered soursalt many generations ago,” Jagger explained. “He lives in Acriplia.”
“It’s an honor, Mr. Huysvaughn,” I said as I bowed my head.
“Jagger tells me you are the young mastermind behind the increased productivity of many commercial and corporate vehicles.”
“That is correct.”
“Then let us waste no time.” Huysvaughn approached his table and slid into his seat. Jagger sat opposite to him, but there was no third chair. I swayed for a moment, when Jagger asked the question I was too afraid to. “Is young Le Noire going to stand?”
Huysvaughn poured a glass of wine, took a sip, then eyed me up and down. “I’m sorry. I hadn’t realized he has a bad leg.” He then pointed at an empty chair at another table and snapped his fingers. Immediately, the chair was grabbed by a servant and placed by the table for me.
“Thank you,” I said.
Huysvaughn swished around his glass of wine as he scrutinized me. I could tell he wasn’t used to sitting next to a working man, and that it bothered him a bit, but I had proven myself as useful, and he wanted me to be useful for him. 
“I was told that you consider our current fuel composition unsuitable for larger machines. Could you enlighten me?” Huysvaughn said after a long silence.
“Yes, of course,” I responded. “Currently, in order to start a larger engine, we would need a more combustible fuel. However, with the way soursalt is processed, the more concentrated it is, the more corrosive it is. Soursalt in the dunes has a PH of anywhere around 7.5, but that increases to roughly 9.6 when concentrated and turned to fuel.”
“I’m aware,” Huysvaughn snapped. “You don’t need to explain my business to me.”
I paused and looked towards Jagger, who was merely observing the conversation as he lazily smoked a cigarette. “Well,” I continued. “If we want to move larger machines, we’re going to have to make it more combustible. The only problem with that is, with this current method, any stronger fuel will destroy the metal from the inside. Iron will dissolve at a PH of 10.”
“Why not just add more engines?”
“We could, but it would be far more efficient to tackle the problem at its source. I was thinking about cutting the soursalt with a mixture. Like animal fat, for example, which can also be processed to become more combustible. It will, however, lower the acidic value of soursalt. That way, we can increase the size of our vehicles exponentially. We can mine entire soursalt patches with a single vehicle, in a single campaign.”
	Huysvaughn stared at me for a moment before repeating, “An entire soursalt patch with a single machine, in a single campaign? Is that what you just said?”
	“Yes. Of course, I’m talking smaller patches, but still we could quadruple the efficiency of our production rate. Not to mention, it will be far safer for the crew.”
	“Ok, that’s all good and well, but if we create such an influx of soursalt, won’t that lower the cost of it?”
	Before I could answer, Jagger interjected, “Not if we make an exclusive agreement. If we get a tax exemption, along with some other liberties, we would happily keep the commercial prices steady, and only provide cheap fuel to the clan Huysvaughn and associates.”
	Huysvaughn smiled and toasted with Jagger, “I like the way you think, Jagger. I always have. You better put your kid to work!”
	“He’s brilliant. I’m sure Bishop will figure it out in no time.”
	A few moments later, Jagger and I wandered away from Huysvaungh’s table. “So… What do I get from this agreement?” I asked him.
	“What do you mean?”
	“If I figure out a solution and design a larger cruiser, you get an exclusive deal with Huysvaughn. What do I get?”
	After a moment’s thought, Jagger said, “You get a big bonus.”
	“No.” I shook my head. “If I do this, you’re going to be one of the richest men in Lima. I want more. I already made you the most successful company in Lima’s port. It’s about time I start focusing on what I want.”
	We both paused and turned to each other’s full attention. “Okay. What did you have in mind?” he asked.
	“I want to own my own cruiser.”
	“Your own cruiser?” He repeated. “What do you mean exactly?”
	“I want direct access to the factory to build parts on demand, and I want to produce them at a wholesale rate, and I want to use your company crew to build it, but I don’t want any slaves.”
	“That’s asking a lot, Bishop. All metal is sourced by slaves. I can’t think of a single free man that would work in the mines.”
	“Then make sure the factory workers are free men, and well paid at that too. You’re going to have a lot of gold, Jagger. You can spread this wealth.”
	He stiffened his back. “I do spread it! Have you not benefited from my generosity?”
	“Of course I have, and it means the world to me. Look at how your investment in me has paid off. Imagine treating hundreds of workers well. Imagine the foundation of your company brimming with a motivated work force.”
	“I invested in you because your soul is high born. Those of lowly caste— blessed be their spirits— would never have achieved what you have achieved.”
	I had to stop myself from blurting out the truth. If only Jagger had known my past, then perhaps he would have changed his mind about the common worker, but I wasn’t going to risk it. My frustration, however, couldn’t be contained. With raised voice and angry eyes, I asserted, “Do you want your new fuel? Because I’m the only person that can make it. In fact, I’ve already started. Maybe I should just walk back to Huysvaughn and work directly with him.” Jagger’s befuddled expression did me little joy, and I wasn’t about to burn this bridge, so I added, “But I trust you, Jagger, and I think we can accomplish more together.”
	Jagger’s expression melted into relief. He then turned to the balcony, where he weighed his options. After a moment of contemplation, he took a very deep breath. “You said you’ve already started?”
	“I’m close, and when it’s finished, you can quadruple the size of cruisers. Not only that, you can power entire neighborhoods with a single, massive generator for a fraction of the cost. Imagine a centralized power plant for all of Lima, and every house giving you one silver piece a month. You will be a hero of the people, and still benefit financially from it. All that, and I’m only asking for one thing; my own cruiser.”
	We stood there silently, beside the railing overlooking the dance floor. A drink was stealthily placed into our hands by a passing waitress, though we didn’t break gaze to acknowledge her smile or colorful feather crown, which gently brushed against my suit as she turned away from us. During this stare-down, Jagger came to terms with the fact that I was about to be more than an employee. Whether he wanted to admit it or not, he needed me, and I knew it.
Mr. Jagger had always been good to me, but in that conversation with Huysvaughn, I realized that no one was going to fight for my wants and needs. Salcido was right, I was a free man and still living like a slave. If I wanted to be taken seriously by this land and the people in it— people like Huysvaughn and the other religious-supremacist fanatics that run Lima— then I had to fend for myself. I wanted to be in a higher caste so I could shake hands with whoever the hell I wanted, whenever I wanted. Senator, slaves, and everything in between would regard my handshake as an honor.
	Jagger sighed and raised his glass. “If you deliver me this miracle fuel, I will let you build one cruiser, but I can’t cover all the costs, especially if you refuse to use my labor force. You will need to get a loan to hire workers. I can give you everything at wholesale, but it’s still going to be expensive.”
	“Deal.” I raised my drink and shook his hand.
We toasted and suddenly the tension vanished. He smiled and placed his arm around my shoulders. “There’s something about you, Bishop. You’re going places. I can feel it.”



Chapter 6 – Salcido’s Birthday
	It was a day like any other, or so I thought, as I mulled over blueprints in my office. It was less of an office and more of a metal box suspended high on the inside of the warehouse, allowing me to overlook the work floor. It was far from luxurious, and seemed more of a prison when compared to Jagger’s opulent room, but I had grown comfortable here. It isolated me from the whirling machinery and shouting men, and gave me a place to ponder and put my concepts on paper. It was my place of peace.

	“Bishop, do you have any idea what day it is?”

	My eyes left the blueprints and found Salcido’s eyes peering at me from the small window on the door. It seemed he was standing on his tippy toes to peer into my office. We stared at each other for a moment, my mind churning to solve his simple riddle. “It’s Wednesday.”
	Salcido furrowed his brow. “All those brains and good for nothing! Open the door. It’s my birthday, you idiot.”

	I leapt from my chair and reached for the lock. Before I could touch the handle, Salcido swung the door open. I began to speak, “Sorry, Sal. You know I don’t remember tho-” Before I could finish, Salcido cut me off. “We’re going to a bar. Jagger already gave us the greenlight. Let’s go.”

	I shook my head slightly, jarred by the command, and glanced at the clock, which read 12:15 in the afternoon. “Right now?” I clarified.

	“Yes, now!” Salcido grabbed my shoulders and shook me. “It’s my birthday!”

	I wiggled out of his grip and gestured towards the clock. “Can’t it wait a little bit? I’m in the middle of developing an extremely important piece of equipment that can revolutionize Lima’s electrical grid.”

	Salcido shook his head, punctuating his following statement with a finger pointed downward. “Birthday today, revolution tomorrow.”

	I stared blankly at him for a moment, and he stared blankly at me in return. And so we hung in a brief limbo, until Salcido broke the silence once again. “Bishop, you are ALWAYS working on something. Look at the work floor!” Salcido grabbed my arm and pulled me to the window so we could peer into the hangar. “It’s been five years since Jagger put you in this box, and ever since then you’ve been pumping out revolutionary ideas nonstop. Everything on this work floor is by your design. You never take a day off, you’re even thinking about this stuff when you’re at home. You’re twenty-three now and have never had a girlfriend, Bishop. It was funny at first, but now it’s just sad.”

	“Hey.” I raised my voice and shot him daggers. “That’s uncalled for.”

	“No, it’s not!” Salcido rolled his eyes. “You know I’m only looking out for you. And sometimes you have to hear a hard truth. It doesn’t matter how good you are at your job, no one is going to see you from your floating box. You have to get out into the sunlight. Show your face. Your looks are wasted here!”

	“My looks?”

	“Yeah,” Salcido said avoiding my gaze. He then mumbled, “Money is attractive to girls.”

	I gave him a sharp slap on the back of the head “You’re an asshole.”

	“An asshole, but one who loves you. Now, no excuses. Grab your coat. If it makes you feel better, you can bring some of your papers with you like a nerd’s teddy bear. But we’re going.”

	A half hour later, we found ourselves in a bar. I had expected it to be empty, but there were some people inside. The exact kind of people you might expect to be day drinking in the middle of the week. Sailors and other laborers of odd hours. I recognized the mechanic from my time in the dune caravan. He slept with his head on the counter, still gripping a half-finished bottle of beer. In the past, Salcido loved to drag me out of the house and into one of these dimly lit, shit pubs. Every weekend there was something to “celebrate.”

	The barkeep nodded, but didn’t say a word. Salcido raised two fingers, then mimicked holding a large glass. We then slipped into a booth. “Alright Bishop, let’s pregame here and then hit the center.”

	“Didn’t Jagger want to join us?”

	“Of course not. You know he doesn’t mingle with the lower castes. He finds it strange we come here in the first place. But the booze here are cheap. He said he’ll meet us in the city center after hours.”

	“I don’t understand why we have to day drink before drinking in the evening.”

	“I could write an encyclopedia about things you don’t know, Bishop. Most of them revolving around basic social interactions.”

	The barkeep walked up to our table and placed two massive frothy beers before us, then turned without looking. I called out to him, “You have coffee?”

	“No,” he responded without looking. 

	I looked back towards Salcido, who shot me a gaze as though I had just embarrassed him. An expression that fell from his face, revealing a big grin. “Cheers, buddy.” We clanked our glasses together and began drinking.

	One thing I had learned from the days spent with Salcido is that we both had strong constitutions. It seemed no matter how much we drank, we never felt the need to vomit or faint. I attributed this to the fact that we had both endured hardships in the tundra, and had lived the better part of our lives in conditions that killed weaker men. Stomach pain and headaches were the least of our concerns. If one caught the flu, then it would only be a death sentence if they stopped working, but if they could push through the discomfort and pull their weight, they would live to see health again. Then, when Salcido and I started running with the caravan, we would be taken out with the older sailors. They thought it would be funny to feed us drunk and watch us collapse. Salcido and I became drunker and drunker,  but neither of us blacked out. The sailors stopped wasting their pay on us from that point on. And so it was with this night, a few hours later, we had consumed enough to kill weaker men. But not us— two tundra slaves, now sauntering into Lima’s middle ring district, waving around documents issued by our most esteemed employer.

	”So where are we meeting Jagger?”

	“Uhhh,” Salcido pulled out a crumpled piece of paper that had absorbed some beer and he squinted into his own hieroglyphic handwriting. “Uhhhhh,” he repeated.

	“You have no idea, do you?”

	Salcido waved at a passerby, someone in nice attire. “Hey, buddy, do you know this address?”

	The passerby sneered and dodged Salcido. In response, Salcido puffed his chest, took a step forward, and raised his middle finger. “Fuck you too, jackass! You think you’re better than me?”

	“Salcido stop.” I swatted Salcido’s gesture away and lowered my voice. “He probably didn’t want to talk to you because you’re slurring and smell like cheap alcohol.”

	“Fine, let’s fix that! Time to smell like overpriced alcohol! Pub crawl until we find Jagger,” Salcido abruptly turned and stormed towards a bar a few buildings down. I followed after and we entered. Salcido ordered two ruby wines in crystal glasses and lit a rolled cigarette at the bar. I asked the girl behind the counter if I could leave my bags with her. She nodded, so I slipped the satchel with scrolls over the counter.

	“Did you just come from work? Are you an architect?” She asked.

	“Sort of,” I replied.

	“What company?”

	“S.S.M. industries.”

	A little twinkle came to her eyes and she beamed a bright smile, “My father said they’ve been doing really well. He said company shares rose tenfold in the past few years.”
	“Yeah, that’s us,” Salcido blurted out before throwing his arm over my shoulders. “And it’s all because of my little brother here, Bishop Le-Fucking-Noire!” 
	I could only imagine it was his attempt to ‘get me laid,’ but it didn’t seem to work. The bar girl raised her brow and strained her lips while nodding skeptically. I wasn't sure if she believed it to be a lie, or if she was simply taken aback by his unwarranted cursing. “Well, it was very nice meeting you, Bishop. Take good care of your big brother.” 
	“I try,” I mumbled. We shared a brief smile before she turned and left to go help another customer. When she was out of earshot, I looked at Salcido and said, “Maybe if you shut your mouth every once in a while, I wouldn’t have so much trouble with the ladies.” 
	“Pfff, sure, blame me. If it was up to you, you would live and die in the warehouse. I may not be the best wingman, but right now I’m all you’ve got.”
	Just then, a pair of hands slapped down on our shoulders. We turned to see Jagger’s smile. “Gentlemen, sorry I’m late. Looks like the party has already started.”
	Salcido and I glanced toward each other, both revealing our surprise in the smallest of expressions.  Before we could respond, Jagger snapped his fingers and called the bar girl over. He placed three golden coins on the counter and said, “I’d like to pay in advance for the evening’s rounds. I trust this should be enough.”
	“That’s more than enough for a fun night,” she smiled, briefly glancing at me. “What can I get for you.”
	“A bottle of red to start, the brand doesn’t matter. I can’t tell the difference; it’s not whiskey after all!” Jagger slapped our backs and let out a belly laugh. Salcido and I joined in, not because it was funny, but because he was paying for our drinks, and our paycheck, and it wouldn’t be polite not to join. This was something Salcido had taught me.
	She placed a bottle before us and we began drinking and talking. At first, I had my guard up, as one might have while speaking to an authority figure, but that faded as the night dragged on. Jagger was, after all, just a normal person. His position in the higher caste meant very little when we were all drunk and socializing.
	“Funny to think you two as brothers when you’re so different,” Jagger spoke. “Brains and brawn, tall and short, one of pale skin and the other a darker shade.”
	“That’s just because girls like a tanned man.” Salcido rolled up his sleeves and flexed his bicep.
	“Salcido, when I hear you speak, it seems all your life choices revolve around what women would think of you. In fact, it seems your entire persona revolves around a perception that is not of your own, but rather in the eyes and minds of those around you.”

	The smirk fell from Salcido’s face. He reached for his glass and knocked back half his drink in a single motion. He then wiped his lips and thought deeply for a moment. “Well, Jagger, anyone who pretends they don’t care what others think is lying. Life is one big theater production, and we’re all just playing the character we want to play. So, yes, you’re right. Everything I’ve ever done I did because I wanted people to think of me a certain way. At least I’m aware of it, while others seem to have forgotten.” Salcido threw a challenging glare toward our boss.

	Jagger stared blankly for a moment, before nodding and taking a sip of his wine. “You’re right. Life is one big theater production. I’m just saying; you might benefit from some acting lessons, to conceal the currents beneath your actions. Sometimes you seem disingenuous, as though your entire persona is but a weak shell.”

	“What the f-” Salcido began to say, but halted himself. Instead he grumbled something unheard beneath his breath and stormed off, leaving me and Jagger. 

	I turned to Jagger and asked, “Why did you have to tell him that?”

	“He was annoying me.” Jagger shrugged, and we both shared a chuckle. “But he’s a really smart guy, in his own way. You both are. Although I know who’s smarter.”

We were no further than two sips when a firm voice addressed Jagger.“Excuse me.” We both turned to find a well-dressed man. “It seems your friend is looking to start a brawl at our doorstep.”

	“What? He only just left us.”

	“Yes, well. He is as determined as he is drunk. Which brings me to my next point…” the waiter, or manager, or whoever he was, lowered his voice and leaned in. “Your payment ‘in advance,’ you are well past that.” He then gestured to the bar girl a chopped neck, indicating we were being cut off from any more drinks.

	We sighed and slid off the barstool. “Thank you for this evening,” Jagger said before slipping a coin into the man’s hand. Once standing, the world began to twist and turn, and I had to lean on the bar to get my bearings

	“Let’s go get your moronic brother,” Jagger said as he aided me across the bar. Everything seemed to move slow as molasses, yet I was at the front door in a flash, where I suddenly sobered up at the sight of who Salcido had chosen as an adversary. I had assumed Salcido to pick a fight with some dandy who slighted him, but instead he stood among three men, each a head taller and muscle bound. It took me but a moment and I knew these were Catalinan mercenaries. Although I couldn’t hear what they were saying, their expressions spoke of the many ways they wished to twist Salcido’s spine. It was just as we stepped outside that the first strike was thrown. Salcido, drunk, slow, and overconfident as ever, attempted a dodge but was instead struck harshly on the side of his cheek. Salcido fell to the ground where he was then kicked by the assailant. After two kicks, Salcido registered his opponents movements. Salcido caught the ankle and rolled to his side, dragging the hulking man down. And then I heard a loud snap as the Catalinan cried out in pain. Then, one of the Catalinan’s pulled out a knife and aimed it at my brother. Everything was a blur, but somehow, I managed to scoop up a brick and lob it at the assailant, hitting him right in the face, causing him to stumble back a few steps. I then charged into the fray, but the moment I stood within arms length, I was struck with such a force that I immediately lost all sense of balance. The last thing I remember seeing was Jagger running off.

	I came to sometime later, still lying in the street. A medic was pushing a cold pack against my head. The first thing I did when awake was look for my brother. Salcido had been placed in cuffs and was seated on the staircase leading up to the bar. The third, unharmed mercenary was on the other side of the street. Against the medic’s protests, I rose to my feet and approached Salcido. “What the hell is the matter with you!?” I erupted. “I turn my back for one moment and you immediately risk your life fighting some random group of Catalinans?”

	“They weren’t random,” Salcido said with a bowed head. Blood dripped from his nose as he spoke in a whisper. “That guy who’s ankle I broke, the old cunt, I’ve seen him before. He was with the men who enslaved and murdered my tribe all those years ago.”

	I glanced towards the scene where it had all taken place. The medics were wrapping the mercenary’s ankle tightly. Salcido and I then locked eyes again, and despite his bloodied appearance, he smiled triumphantly. “He doesn’t know it yet, but I twisted his ankle so bad that he’ll never walk again. The old cunt will never raid another village.”

	Now smirking, I patted his head. “You’ve made the world a better place.” Of course, I knew that wasn’t his motive, nor was it likely true. There’s no shortage of killers, and no shortage of prey. Take one out and there’s another in his place. This was all for the sake of revenge, but damn was it sweet to see a Catalinan suffer.

	As I grinned at the now handicapped mercenary, Jagger came into view. I shot him a disapproving look, one I thought I had hidden, but clearly not since Jagger bluntly stated. “I may not have been ‘brave,’ but your bravado was as effective as throwing a wet towel at a hog with rabies. I ran to get the military police, who arrived in the nick of time. One second later and you would have both been dead. So do not look at me like that.”

	The scowl dropped from my face. “You’re right. Thank you, Jagger.”

	Salcido was picked up by the military police and dragged into the back of a motorwagon. Ironically, one that I had designed. Jagger and Salcido locked eyes for a moment. “I will bail you out,” said Jagger before turning away from him and lowering his voice so that only I could hear the addition, “In a few days, you dumb dwarf…” 
	Jagger and I shared a chuckle, and I concurred, “Dumb, swollen dwarf.”
	“I don’t know how you survive with such a brother,” grumbled Jagger.
	“To be fair, Salcido saved my life twice. Without him, I would have been dead, possibly worse.”
Jagger nodded silently, processing my words. “Perhaps you feel you owe him a debt.”

	My eyes followed the motorwagon as it started down the street, during which I considered Jagger’s words. The truth was that we owed each other a debt. One of us would have been dead without the other in a frozen wasteland, or a burning sea of salt. He was my brother, for better or worse. So my response was, “I’ll bail him out. It’s his birthday after all. Besides, the Catalinan deserved it.”

	“Deserved or not, I will not tolerate a violent temper among my trusted associates. Especially not directed towards such a dangerous crowd. Salcido will have to learn to manage his anger in a more constructive and controlled manner, lest he plan on burning all of Catalina to the ground. We all know that ungodly culture deserves it, but no man I’ve ever known is capable of bringing them to their knees. So, until the day Catalina is burned to the ground, I forbid Salcido from starting any more fights. I will fire him immediately.”

	Someone tapped my shoulder gently, and I turned to see the bar girl. “You forgot your bags,” she said while handing me my satchel. “Are you okay? I saw what happened.”

	“I’m fine. I’m not really built for a brawl. You may have noticed.”

	She smiled. “I never cared much for fighters.”

	“Me neither, to be honest.” I scoffed and sighed, brushing off the lingering tension of the moment as best I could before offering my hand, “Nice to meet you. What was your name?”

	“Merselina,” she said while accepting my handshake. She then shook Jagger’s hand, who introduced himself, “You can call me Bart.” 

	“So, Bishop,” Merselina said softly. “Do you feel well enough to walk me home? I live near the theater in the middle ring. It’s only a twenty minute walk.”

	“To be honest, I can hardly walk. But if you want a lift, I’m sure Jagger wouldn’t mind dropping you off.”

	Jagger put his arm around my shoulder and told Merselina, “Just one moment,” before spinning me away from her and whispering, “Bishop, what are you doing?”

	It seemed he was upset with me, though I wasn’t sure why. “You don’t want to take her home?” I asked.

	“No…” Jagger rolled his eyes. “This girl is interested in you, romantically speaking. You have to walk her home.”

	“Jagger, my head is spinning. I can’t-” before I could finish, Jagger interrupted me. “I’ll have my chauffeur wait by the theater for you. You walk her home. No arguments.” Jagger peeked back over his shoulder and grinned widely at Merselina, “He’ll walk you home!” Jagger then spun me in her direction and gave me a gentle push. “Enjoy the cool night air!”

	I smiled awkwardly as I stood before her, which she returned in a softer smirk. We then began to make our way down the street. “So, how long have you worked here?” I asked her.

	“A while now. My uncle owns the bar. I don’t plan on staying long.”

	“Do you have any plans?”

	“No plans, I just want to get away from all the drunk drama. Nights like this…”

	We both glanced back at the scene where the fight had happened just a moment before. When we locked eyes again, I breathed out a sigh. “Does this happen often?”

	“Sometimes, but still too often. It drives me nuts. Not to mention the fact that it’s usually caused by arrogant rich assholes.”

	I halted my footsteps briefly. “Then I must ask, why did you want me to walk you home?”

	“You didn’t seem like an arrogant asshole.”

	“No, that’s my brother.”

	“Yes, I’m actually familiar with Salcido.”

	“You are?”

	Merselina huffed and shook her head, forcing a half-smile. “He has flirted with me more times than I can remember, but he never recognizes me. He aims to sleep with every unmarried woman in Lima.”

	I couldn’t help but feel embarrassed by my association with him. Salcido only ever spoke of his success stories, and never the women who rebuffed him. The ratio of which was most certainly against him. “Salcido always had a selective memory. He only seems to remember his conquests.”

	Merselina shrugged and turned to continue down the street. I caught up to her and we walked side by side. “I could tell you were different, not just by our first encounter, but I had observed you with your friends.” Merselina said. “Most people are unbearable when drunk, but you maintain a stoic kindness, and genuine interest. Some confident humility. I see in you a soft, yet resilient soul, one that I would like to get to know better.”

	“Well, that’s flattering. Thank you, Merselina.” Her words swelled my ego, not in a bombastic way, but rather in a way that seemed to soothe a deep part of me— a part of me that I was unaware of. I did not know I was thirsty until her words flowed over me like sweet summer rain, and now, suddenly, from the bone-dry soil sprouted a yearning. Perhaps it was the fact that I had grown up in the frozen mines, and that any kind of genuine womanly affection was alien to me, but I knew I would remember this moment. I understood, within an instant, how some men could become addicted to this feeling, chasing it like a drug, like my brother. I was also aware of the fact that my system was swimming with alcohol, and thus my emotions were possibly amplified. In that moment, I felt a rush of emotions, all of which I wished to explain to Merselina, but the words escaped me. Instead, I simply returned the compliment, “You seem as kind as you are beautiful.”

	“Very smooth,” she puckered her lips and winked, then smiled and looked away from me. 

	We reached the checkpoint between the central ring district and the middle ring district, where we showed our IDs. The border patrol said, “Good evening, Merselina. How was your shift?”

	“Exciting,” she said rolling her eyes. “I’m sure you heard about the fight.”

	“Yes, my colleagues just dropped off the assailants. A short drunk guy taking on three Catalinans. What an idiot. He’s lucky to be alive.”

	“Yeah, he is,” I chimed in.

	The border patrol nodded crisply from the chin as he checked my ID. “You keep Merselina safe now,” he said with a smile before bringing a stamp down on one of the pages.

	As we left the checkpoint, I asked Merselina, “How do you know him?”

	“I live in the middle district and work in the central ring. I come by here every day.”

	“Do you have to wait in line every day too?”

	“Yes. Going to work always takes three times longer than going home. You know how strict they can be.”

	“That’s why I live by the docks.”

	Merselina seemed taken aback by my comment. “The docks?” She asked. “With the immigrants and laborers?”

	“Yes, I am an immigrant. I never left the area, although I have a nicer apartment now. I prefer a view of the desert, frankly. And I never have to wait in line. Typically, I avoid the higher districts. The lines are only going to get longer the more people move to Lima.”

	“Where are you from?” She asked with a cocked head. “And, how did you end up with someone like Jagger?”

	“You know Jagger?”

	“Jagger frequents the bar,” she explained. “I’ve seen him often with senators and other upper caste commoners. They are… not often willing to treat lower caste people the way Jagger treats you. How did an immigrant living in the docks end up drinking on Jagger’s tab in the center ring district?”

	Her questions, although delivered sweetly, had an undertone of skepticism. There was no malice, merely a mixture of curiosity, disbelief, and caution. I could not blame her, as it was rare for lowly foreign commoners to befriend the elites, and the few who did were often proven warriors turned personnel bodyguard. I swallowed before speaking the lie I had rehearsed with Salcido a thousand times. “I come from the South, from a small mountain in dune archipelago. Catalinan mercenaries came into our village, outnumbered ten to one by our own warriors. They smiled at first, dining with us and bedding our unwed young women. My father, the chief, was aiming to make a strategic alliance with them. It seemed everything was going to plan, but on the fifth night the Catalinans slit the throats of our prized warriors, then killed the inexperienced young men with their blunder busses. We never thought such a small group of men could harm us, but my father’s tent was stormed and all our family killed within a matter of minutes. Only Salcido and I managed to escape by stealing one of the Catalinans trucks. We found ourselves drawn to Lima, like many other displaced souls. Salcido is my only family, and it would take the world ripping apart to separate us.” As I spoke, I saw it all before me. I saw the flames and destruction of my village, one that never existed. Yet, the memories were as sharp as shattered glass. In the smoke of my dreams, the reoccurring image of wailing woman always came to mind. Her black hair wet with a wound on her head, stumbling through burning ruble, before being cut down by a spear. I often wondered if these memories were entirely fabricated, or originating from some suppressed experience from my life before the tundra. I wondered if this nameless woman in smoke was my mother, now no more than a ghost in the mind of man who’s past is a tower of lies.

	Merselina placed her hand on my cheek, bringing me back to the streets of Lima, in the cool night air under candle light lanterns. Tears swelled in her eyes and her jaw hung quivering. It seemed she wanted to share words of comfort, but failed to capture them. My heart began thumping rapidly, and my throat closed up. Merselina then fell into my with a tight embrace, one I wasn’t prepared for at first. It took me but a moment to melt into her arms and squeeze her back. With her head against my chest, she whispered softly, “You’re so brave.”

	Never had I considered myself brave. Compliments came to me in many forms, mostly revolving around my affinity with engineering— compliments that reassured me in my intelligence, but never one that made me feel strong willed and manly. I leaned back to get a better look at her, possibly to gauge if the compliment was genuine, as I was somewhat in disbelief. And so, I looked into her eyes, and without the slightest for thought, I moved to press my lips to hers. It came as naturally as I could have ever hoped, my first moment of romance. The hum of the city faded, replaced by a warm, pulsing silence.

	Merselina pulled back slightly, the lanterns dancing orange in her dark irises. “I... didn’t expect that,” she murmured, a shy smile breaking through her initial astonishment.
	“Neither did I,” I admitted, feeling a warmth spread across my cheeks. “But it felt right.”
	We walked the rest of the way in silence, hand in hand, basking in eachother’s company.


Chapter 7 – Secret Admirer
	I stood atop the cliff overlooking the construction of my vessel. A warm wind blew at from my rear and sent dust particles trailing off in a thin brown cloud that rained down on the workers. Jagger had warned me that large projects rarely go as planned, and since no cruiser had ever been made as large as Titan, I was ill prepared to confront the unexpected issues that came with conquering new engineering frontiers. But I took solice in the fact that I was the only person capable of creating a cruiser this large, and anyone else would have made half as much progress, possibly with twice the debt. I was a genius engineer, and had no shame admitting that, but finances were confusing and, honestly, frightening to me. A second bank loan, risking my home and everything else was a gamble I wasn’t so sure I was willing to take. But otherwise I would have one project 80% complete, failing to generate income, and still an immense debt. I had no choice. This endeavor was a tightrope strung between two towers, and stopping in the middle would mean certain ruin, and so I must press onward. 
	Cranes situated on the plateau slowly lowered steel beams and other components to either the lower docks or onto Titans upper deck. Each beam costing the equivalents of my monthly salary when I was a dock worker, and each beam made up only a fraction of Titan’s design. Even now, with my esteemed position in Jagger’s company, building Titan on my salary alone would have taken me a dozen lifetimes. And so, if I failed now, I would be in a hole of debt with no escape. This realization made me want to faint, and so I turned by back to the cliff’s edge and made some distance.  
A strong coffee would keep me upright, and so I made way for a little market street with small shops and cafes. Ever since S.S.M. Industries had set up power generators for all of Lima, a sour mist had begun to hang over the docks and labor districts. When I concocted the new fuel, I had never expected the smell to linger so thickly at our feet. On days with no wind, the smell became so unbearable that people would cover their mouths with scented napkins and cloths. But there were no protests against the power plants, since now the streets were lit by electronic lamps, the farmers had industrial freezers, and manufacturing plants could start mass production. For the first time, there was a visible leap of wealth for all castes, especially the lower and mid castes, who could suddenly afford nicer clothing at cheaper prices. And food was abundant, as any excess was simply saved, or sold at a lower price. Sickness and child deaths had decreased. The men who used to light the lanterns in the street had been given new jobs as street sweepers. All this, and somehow, they gave me credit for it.
“Good afternoon, Mr. Le Noire. The usual?” asked the Café owner as I entered the empty shop.
“Make it a double, Donny,” I responded.
He nodded and poured me a double coffee before dropping eight sugar cubes into the mix. That was four sugar cubes per cup of coffee. When I reached for my coin purse he held his hand up and said, “If you try to pay, I’m not giving you your coffee.”
“Oh really, why is that now?”
“Don’t worry about it,” he said while waving dismissively. “Just a small token for what you’ve done for us all.”
Something in me stirred, a warm and fuzzy feeling as I took my first sip. In that split second, my financial worries slipped from my mind. Its funny how small compliments at the right time can lift the world from someone’s shoulders. The smallest of gratitude creating the largest of impacts. “I’ll remember this,” I said with a wink while turning on my heels. 
“Come back anytime! It’s good business having your face in my shop!” he called playfully as I exited into the street.
I had very little knowledge on the previous age, other than the intricacies of the ancients automobiles. Ancient history and cultures were extremely interesting to me, however, an old historian had told me that I had brought about the equivalent of the industrial revolution. Those words meant very little to me, but he was adamant that this was a turning point. That when the ancients reached this era, technology exploded. That, as a civilization, they went from trains, to planes, to space travel in less than a century, during which they fought two massive global wars and almost started a third one. I wasn’t sure if I believed it all, but if the historian was correct, then I am not proud of what I set in motion. I couldn’t imagine it, lifting a vessel from the ground, let alone sending it off the planet. And then to imagine entire battles fought in the heavens, that was too farfetched.

I entered my home and ascended to the fourth floor, where I had my penthouse. Before entering, I could already smell Merselina’s cooking. I pushed the door open and found her already waiting. She jumped into my arms and said, “Hey, handsome. You look happy.”
As we kissed, I kicked the door closed. We twirled briefly before parting again, after which I said, “I’m suddenly reminded that there’s more to life than work, debt and stress.”
“Don’t forget taxes,” Merselina winked before turning away from me and entering the kitchen. “Dinner in twenty, try to finish your work now so we can enjoy our evening together.”
I took a deep breath and walked down the hallway towards our bedroom, where a stack of unopened envelopes awaited me. It seemed I was always playing catchup with my paperwork, and every letter was replaced by a dozen more. Twenty minutes would hardly make a dent, but I fell into my chair and grabbed from the top of the stack. It was yet another extremely dull receipt for an order of nuts and bolts. I crossed referenced the numbers, stamped them, and slipped it into a folder. Twenty minutes later, Merselina poked her head in and said, “Time’s up. Forget about work. I want attention now.”
“Thank the heavens,” I said, dropping a paper where I stood and turning to Merselina. She lead the way to the dining room, where a candle light feast had been prepared. “Wow,” I said. “You spoil me.”
“Yeah, I do.” Merselina gestured to my seat as she slipped into her own. We feasted and laughed, and at the end of it I suggested we take a walk. So, we put on our coats and descended the staircase. When in the street, Merselina took a deep breath of the evening air
“Merselina, I have a surprise for you,” I said as Jagger’s car rolled up. 
The chauffeur stepped out and opened the back door. “Good Evening Mr. Le Noire and Mrs. Hannalil. You both look dashing this evening.”
“Thank you, Burry,” Merselina replied before turning to me and asking. “A surprise involving Jagger’s car?”
With seal lips I gestured for her to take a seat. We slipped into the back and the chauffeur sped off. We drove from the docks to the center ring, right up to the gates of Acriplia. Military police and black oxen eyed us briefly, but recognizing Jagger’s car, their suspicion turned to mild interest. Merselina stepped out and looked up towards the massive wooden gate and marble white walls that separated the commoners from the oligarchy. Upside down triangles were carved into the walls, a symbol of oppression that we had all grown accustomed to. A symbol that reminded me to always hide behind the lies, else all that I’ve worked for could be at risk, but after a long consideration, I had finally decided to risk it all in the pursuit of something more. I lowered my voice, so that no one could hear us, and said, “Darling, there is something I must tell you. I am not the man you think I am.”
Merselina looked at me with a narrowed gaze but remained silent. 
I caught her eyes briefly before looking back down to my feet and continuing. “I am not the man the world thinks I am. My history is a lie, one that I had adopted to grant myself social mobility. What would you say if I told you I was born a slave, not royalty, would you still love me?”
“What do you mean? The story of your tribe? Was that all a lie?”
I nodded silently, and Merselina fluttered her eyes and looked away.
My hand’s forced her face towards mine so we may lock eyes, and I continued, “I know you grew up here in Lima, and that you’ve only ever known the beliefs of this land. But do you really believe in separate heavens based on castes? Do you really believe we will be separated after death and forced to live for eternity apart from one another, now that you know I was born into the lowest caste?”
Merselina shuddered at the thought and looked away from me, casting her eyes upon the tall walls of Acriplia. She had to think about it for a long moment. When she finally spoke it was with uncertainty, “I believe what I’ve been told all my life. I accept that it may not be true, but it feels more natural to follow the guidance of all my teachers and loved ones. Everything I’ve ever known is Lima and this culture.” What followed was another moment of contemplation for her. Obviously, she had envisioned our lives together until death and beyond, and this was a change in her plan. “So, what is the truth?” 
I shrugged. “I don’t know. I arrived at a slave camp as a child. Everything before that is a mystery. I escaped with Salcido, we came here, we learned the culture and laws, and how to make the most of our situation. I don’t know where I come from, or who I am. I don’t even know my actual birthday. All I had was my name, and even that is uncertain.”
“Why didn’t you tell me sooner?” she asked me, tears swelling in her eyes. 
“You’re the only person I’ve ever told. The only person I’ve ever trusted enough. I want to be with you until my death and beyond, but I had to tell you. And more than that, I had to know, would you still love me.”
Merselina smiled through the tears. She threw her arms over my shoulders and pressed herself against my chest. “Of course, I still love you. And there is not a soul more deserving of climbing castes. If we are separated after death, then I will leave my heaven to reunite with you, even if it means spending my afterlife among the slaves.”
“You would?”
“I would fall from the palace in the sky to the gutters of Gods be with you, Bishop. If we shovel slop for eternity together, I would be happy.”
I took a deep breath and swallowed, feeling pressure release from my shoulders. Pressure I had grown accustomed to, and learned to carry without notice, vanished at the whim of her love. Tears trailed her cheeks gently, yet she stared up at me with sparkling eyes, and all I could think was how beautiful she was even when crying. And so I pulled a ring from my pocket and held it up between our faces. “Be my wife, and I will climb the heavens to be with you.” Merselina answered by thrusting her lips to mine, and so I twirled her before the gates of Acriplia. 
Chapter 8 – Maiden Voyage
	Like most days, I awoke to coffee in bed and a kiss on my cheek. “Good morning, handsome.”
	“Good morning,” I responded groggily as I rolled over to look into Merselina’s perfect, white smile as she sat on the side of the bed. “I just had a great dream,” I told her.
	“Was it about me? Did I look just as good in your dreams?”
	“Better,” I responded in my half-awake state, only realizing a bit too late that that may not have been the right answer.
	“Better? What’s that supposed to mean? Was I younger? Did I have a slimmer waist or a bigger chest?” she probed playfully.
	“Actually, you had a third breast.”
	“Pffft.” She flicked my nose and said, “Shut up and drink your coffee before I toss it on your lap.”
	“Yes, dear.” I sat up straight and grabbed the cup with both hands before turning to my end table to find a single envelope waiting for me. “Only one message this morning?”
	“That’s right. Just one admirer today! Instead of the usual fifty,” Merselina said teasingly as she leaned in to kiss me.
	“I don’t think messages from the bank and loan companies count as admirers. Everyone wants a piece of me, and this message is probably no different.”
	“Well, you’ll always have one admirer.” She then put her hands on her stomach. “And maybe two.”
	I placed my hand on her abdomen to see if I could feel a kick, but the womb was calm. “How are you feeling?”
	“As good as always!” She rolled back her sleeve and flexed her bicep. “I’ve been awake for hours while you need a cup of coffee and four sugars to get up!”
	“I don’t need four sugars. But yes, your energy is very impressive.”
	“That’s why you married me!”
	She stood up, which was when I could see her belly clearly. It seemed to grow larger every day, which it probably did, but it still caught me by surprise each time. Before she could get too far, I leaned over and slapped her rear.
	“Hey!” She shouted, but her expression gave way that she got a kick out of it. “Let me know when you’re ready for breakfast, handsome.”
	The door shut, and I was left alone to do my morning ritual, which usually consisted of reading a pile of messages, but luckily there was only one today. I grabbed it and immediately noted it had a purple seal from Lima’s academy, which was strange since I rarely received letters from them. I opened it up, and was again surprised by the handwriting, which was perhaps the neatest and most legible I had ever read.
27th of Lastfrost, 768. 
From: Brutii Telrog, Central Academy, Lima Proper.
To: Bishop Le Noire, 323 Daltorn Street, West Lima.
Dear Mr. Le Noire,
I would like to express my admiration for you and your work. Truly, the soursalt boom, the industrial revolution of our era, would have never happened without your absolute brilliance. You have brought forth a renaissance, and built pillars that will sustain a brighter future. Your selfless contributions to Lima have inspired me beyond words.
When I was sixteen, I watched with awe as wires were strung throughout my district, and electrical power was, for the first time in my life, installed in the homes of every man, woman and child. This was five years ago, and it is because of you that I had the opportunity to go to school, where my academic aspirations were allowed to bloom brightly. Without you, I would still be working in the factories, but now I aim to be a professor! A goal that is well in reach, I should add.
From factory worker to near-professor within just five years? I know! It’s unheard of, but I am not here to gloat. I am here to thank you for making the inaccessible, accessible. You allowed the fire in me to burn brightly and remain unhindered by poverty. These five years have changed my life, and I will pay forward the good fortune. I aspire to do as you, and too become a servant of the peoples of Lima.
Sincerely,
· Brutii Dan Telrog.

I smiled as I hopped out of bed and jumped behind my desk. I dipped my pen into the inkwell and began enthusiastically scratching the parchment. 
 
33RD OF LASTFROST, 768.
FROM: BISHOP LE NOIRE, 323 DALTORN STREET, WEST LIMA.  
TO: BRUTII TELROG, CENTRAL ACADEMY, LIMA PROPER.
DEAR SOON-TO-BE PROFESSOR TELROG, 
I CANNOT EXPRESS HOW MUCH JOY YOUR LETTER HAS GIVEN ME THIS MORNING. I AM HONORED THAT I HAD THE OPPORTUNITY TO INSPIRE A FINE YOUNG MAN LIKE YOU. TRULY, GOING FROM FACTORY WORKER TO PROFESSOR IN TRAINING WITHIN FIVE YEARS IS AN ACHIEVEMENT ALLUDING TO A BRILLIANCE I HAVE RARELY WITNESSED IN MY LIFE, AND A FINE REASON TO GLOAT! WITH THE CONSTRUCTION OF MY CRUISER ONLY TWO DAYS FROM COMPLETION, I AM LOADED WITH WORK. HOWEVER, WHEN I RETURN FROM TITAN’S MAIDEN VOYAGE, I WOULD LIKE TO MEET YOU. SINCERELY, 
- BISHOP LE NOIRE.

A few moments later, I descended the stairs with a massive grin and spring in my step. Merselina raised an eyebrow and said, “Well, you look like you won the lottery!”
“Sometimes, I feel like I did!” I hugged her tightly and kissed her neck.
“What was in that letter?” She asked. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you smile like this after your morning paperwork.”
I sat at the head of the table and scooted my chair closer to my food. “That’s because I rarely get a letter with good news. People only approach me when they need something, but this was different. This was nothing but praise!”
“Ooooh! It was an admirer!” Merselina said as she sat diagonally from me. “I saw it was from the academy. Was it a pretty school girl?”
“Maybe. Does ‘Brutii Dan Telrog’ sound like a woman’s name?”
She put her finger to her lips and looked up to the ceiling. “No. It sounds masculine to me, but maybe she looks like a man.”
“Great! Then I won’t be tempted by her!”
“But what if she looks like an attractive man?”
	“Well, then I’ll keep her far away from you.” I leaned over and kissed her.
	At the climax of our kiss, just when I had hoped it would progress to something more, Salcido waltzed into the room, uninvited into my home like always. “Am I interrupting?”
	“Would you care if you did?” I responded, pretending to be angry, but I quickly stood up and crossed the kitchen to hug my brother. “How you doing, Sal?”
	“Good! Fantastic even!” He hugged me back, then made way to Merselina where he placed his hands on her stomach. “And how’s the baby?” He rubbed and bore a thoughtful expression. “It feels like a girl.”
	“Yeah, that’s my wife.”
	“I mean the baby, you’re gonna have a girl. Too bad, I was hoping to teach the kid some martial arts.”
	“You still can,” Merselina said as she pushed him away by the forehead. “Besides you’re never right with your gambling intuition.”
	“It’s a fifty-fifty chance, Merselina dearest. And never forget, you only need to be right fifty-one percent of the time, and you can make millions.” Salcido did a spin and gave a wink as he flexed his tailored suit.
	“He’s got a point,” I interjected.
	“I know I do. It’s called risk management,” Salcido said as he looked towards me. “I’m sure you’re very busy, but with your maiden voyage two days away, I would really like to go over some stuff with you. Do you have a moment?”
	“For you, always! Grab a chair.” I pointed towards a spot at the opposite head of the table.
	As Salcido cozied himself, Merselina served him breakfast. “Eat up, muscle man,” she said with a wink.
	Salcido, from across the table, gave me a thumbs up. “You are very lucky.”
	“I’m aware.”
	“Anyway, the business at hand!” Salcido said as he pulled a document from his inner pocket. “You’re going to be importing spices from Panama, correct?”
	“And exporting weaponry to Catalina,” I added.
	“Yes, but I don’t care about that,” Salcido said as he waved away the addition. “I need to know how much you plan on shipping in, because I have every restaurant and market stall interested. The moment you return to Lima, your entire supply is going to be bought up. I can guarantee it.”
	“Wow,” I said as I stared at him. “I don’t know yet, but I will load her up as full as I can.”
	“At this rate, I think it will take you no more than two years to pay off your bank loan. Then it’s nothing but gold in our pockets.” Salcido grinned.
	“Gold in our pockets,” I repeated as I turned towards Merselina. “How does that sound?”
	“Really, really good,” she said as she patted her stomach. “We’re gonna send our baby to the highest academy.”

	A massive crowd had gathered by the cliffs of Lima. Although I had always known my contributions had made a massive impact, I had never seen this amount of support. It was all very unexpected, but Jagger and Salcido made quick work of setting up a stage and preparing a speech for me while Merselina tried calming my nerves. I had been pacing back and forth through Jagger’s office when she called me to sit beside her. “Babe, sit next to me. Take a moment to breathe.”
	I fell into the chair beside her and inhaled deeply through my nose. “How many people do you think are there?”
	“It doesn’t matter, Bishop. The only thing that matters is that you’re going to do great on your voyage. You built a behemoth, there’s nothing that can conquer you out there. Wherever you go, the people will be amazed by what you’ve achieved, and when you make it back, you’ll have a family waiting for you.”
	Her smile, as soft and kind as ever, only slightly alleviated the ailment of my bouncing knee. “I’m sorry I can’t be here for the birth.”
	“Salcido will do for now. Just make it back in one piece!”
	“I will, I promise.”
	“I know. I believe in you. We all do,” She whispered into my ear, and I felt more at ease. Under the ceiling fan in Jagger’s office, I sat there with my beautiful wife as I day-dreamt of the travels ahead. The adventures to be had, and the family that awaited me. We sat there silently, until Merselina jokingly broke the silence by saying, “I bet you a gold piece that Salcido was wrong about it being a girl.”
	“I never bet against my brother.”
	“Oh, that kind of loyalty is sexy.”
	“Bishop!” Jagger thundered as he burst through the doors. Both Merselina and I nearly jumped at the shock, to which he said, “Are you surprised to see me in my own office!? Come on, kid! The crowd wants a show!”
	Suddenly, my anxiety returned in full force as Jagger grabbed my hand and pulled me from my seat. He pushed a paper in front of me and led me along. The halls were filled with smiling co-workers who stopped in their tracks to congratulate me. “From mechanic to captain!” One of them shouted, to which I replied, “Why not both?”
	When we made it to the lobby, I could hear a crowd of people right outside. Salcido, who was waiting by the front door, stood beaming with pride and joy as he watched me approach. “Alright, Bishop, this is it! You’re a legend! Now act like it! Be cool, be funny, be slick!” Salcido shouted as he opened the front door and stepped outside. “Just be yourself,” Jagger then whispered.
	Just as I had feared, the crowd was massive. It seemed that all of Lima had come to witness Titan’s maiden voyage. Mixed castes stood side by side. Vibrant colors of the inner rings contrasting against the modest attire of the vast lower castes. Both were cheering wildly, and although I was excited for Titan’s departure, I could not fully understand why they were as well. 
	I was ushered up on the podium, where Jagger took center stage as Salcido and I stood behind him. “Attention!” Jagger boomed into the microphone, causing the crowd to simmer. “A decade ago, S.S.M industries was tiny compared to what it is now. We used to mine soursalt, and only occasionally dabbled in engineering. All of that changed, when I met two brothers. When they came to me, I saw potential, but I would have never expected them to literally change the face of Lima. Bishop, the youngest of the two brothers, has not only made history once, but twice! When he completed the recipe for a more potent fuel seven years ago and thrust us into an industrial revolution, and today, by completing the largest cruiser ever seen! All the world will now have the opportunity to witness Liman ingenuity at it’s finest, and there is no other man more suitable to play the role as dignitary and diplomat!”
	The crowd went wild, and I felt myself flush red at all the onlookers. Salcido nudged me with his elbow and said, “They freaking love you.”
	“I’m sweating,” I responded.
	“I would be too, but I can’t say I’m not a little jealous.”
	I turned to Salcido, and saw a massive, genuine smile. He radiated love and pride, and it filled me with confidence. “You know, I couldn’t have done it without you,” I told him.
	“Just remember that when you build a big house in the center.”
	Jagger continued his speech, “And now, presenting the most intelligent, humble and kindhearted man I know, Bishop Le Noire!”
	I looked towards Jagger and saw him reaching for me from the center stage. His cool and collected smile inviting me to stand beside him. I hesitated a moment, but before I could make the decision myself, Salcido pushed me forward. I was grabbed and pulled close to Jagger, who put his arm around me and placed the microphone under my mouth. “Is there anything you would like to say?”
	I cleared my throat and softly said, “Thank you.”
	The crowd started clapping and cheering, but Jagger wanted more, “Come on, Bishop. These people came here to see you! Give a speech! Let shine the mind that changed the world!”
	Jagger placed the microphone in my hands and took a step back, leaving me alone in the spotlight with a ghostwritten speech on a paper wet from my sweat. I stared into Salcido’s chicken scratch handwriting, when I realized this wasn’t the moment to hide behind another man’s words. I looked back into the crowd of spectators, cleared my throat and spoke. “Titan was built on the backs of a hundred men. Dozens of experts and specialized teams worked in unison to make the impossible possible! Thousands of workers toiled in the mines to win the metals. The factories spent years assembling the parts. It may be me on stage, but as I stand here, the fact does not escape me, that I was lifted here by you.” I pointed into the crowd, and watched as they cheered my name. Suddenly, my anxiety turned to excitement.
	Before I could continue, both my arms were lifted above my head. Jagger on my left, and Salcido on my right. They cheered and riled up the crowd. A loud pop sounded behind me, and confetti streamers began raining down. I turned to see some girls in glittering corsets. They smiled towards me, and I recognized them as a couple of Salcido’s girlfriends.
	A moment later, we left the stage and stood at the edge of Lima’s cliffs. Around me, families embraced as the new crewmembers prepared for departure. I was proud to see members of different castes standing side by side, experiencing the same thing. No matter their status, they were all leaving their family behind, and they all experienced this moment with a similar slew of mixed emotions. Out in the Shifting Sands, our superficial statuses ebbed away.
	I held Merselina tightly as she began to cry. I couldn’t help but feel like I was leaving a piece of my heart behind. I couldn’t help but feel guilty about missing the birth of my first child, but it would all be worth it, for I would return to a bigger family, with enough money to provide anything for my family and solidify their place in the upper caste. All I had ever dreamt of having while growing up, I could give my child. “I love you,” I told Merselina I as peeled away from her.
	“I love you too…”
	Salcido then stepped forward and gave me a hug, “I’m proud of you, brother!”
	“Thanks, Sal.”
	Jagger patted me on the back and said, with an unlit cigarette in the corner of his mouth, “You’re gonna make a lot of money with this thing.”
	I took a deep breath and turned to face Titan, the massive metal beast. Although it was parked in the port below, it’s deck reached twenty meters into the air and leveled with the top of Lima’s cliff. The exterior had few features, resembling something closer to a large square block. It did have two exhaust chimneys that were now expelling a thick white smoke. A large tower stood in the middle of the deck, which was meant to help navigate in the harsh conditions of the Shifting Sands.
	The interior was no more luxurious than it’s outward appearance. With minimal comfort, the crew could appreciate a dining hall, showers, shared cabins, a medical facility and a general store. Most of the internal spacial volume was taken up by the hangar, which could house four trucks and hundreds of square meters of cargo. I liked to think of Titan as a mobile castle, and of course, I was king here. 
	To board Titan, a long bridge was suspended between the deck and the Continental Plateau. I took one last look at my family before crossing the metal bridge. Merselina cried as Salcido comforted her. Jagger lit the cigarette, smiled and winked. “Make way for Captain Le Noire!” Salcido shouted after me as I marched up the metal bridge. “The greatest man ever known! My little brother!”

	I entered the Arch where I found my co-pilot scribbling on a clipboard. He was a tall, thin fellow with a dark imperial mustache, and although I hadn’t interacted much with him, he had been a trusted caravan master under Jagger’s command for years. “Captain Le Noire,” he said as he finished writing his notes. “We are almost ready for launch.”
	“Mr. Neokruis, good to see you again.”
	He lifted his head and offered a handshake, “Please, call me Rico.”
	“Jagger has spoken highly of you. He said you’re the best caravan master he’s ever had, and said there was no better man suited to command Titan by my side.”
	Rico shrugged. “All I know is that I will do everything in my power to make sure Titan stays afloat.”
	“Rico, that’s exactly what I wanted to hear from you.”
	We did our prepping procedures and assumed our positions. Rico cracked his knuckles and held his hand above the control panel. “On your orders, Captain.”
	Rico thrust the lever upward, sending vibrations ringing through the entire vessel. As Titan lifted from her brace and exposed her tracks, she set out a tremendous roar. Bouquets of flowers were thrown in droves as the crowd celebrated. While some landed on deck, most fluttered into the port below. I had worked at the foot of Lima’s cliff for nearly a decade, but I had never seen all productivity freeze for anything. Now, all dockworkers and package handlers stood in awe of the behemoth, mobile, metal fortress. For years they had watched her be built from the ground up, and yet they now simply couldn’t believe it was a mobile construction. Surely, many of them had taken bets that Titan would never function properly. All bets I was determined to beat.


Chapter 9 – Carnisero
	The journey to our first destination, Catalina, lasted a little over a week and was as smooth as could be, but despite the lazy days in the control room, which was formally dubbed the “Arch,” I felt anxious. It had been ten years since a Catalinan man had snapped me like a twig in the desert, and a festering grudge remained. My animosity was perpetuated by the fact that nearly everyone else from Lima held similar sentiments towards the people of Catalina. 
	Many of the dockworkers were immigrants who had been victims of tribal conflicts, and who’s villages had suffered from Catalinan opportunists. That’s how Salcido ended up a slave. He explained how there had always been skirmishes between tribes in his native region. Although there was by no means peace, there was a balance and a sense of honor. Each man had a bow and spear, and fought to protect his land beside son and father. When the Catalinans arrived, they killed for riches and sport, and overpowered long-standing clans in a matter of days. 
	I asked Salcido if it bothered him that I was selling weapons to Catalina, since it would only perpetuate the cycle of violence. His only response was, “Everyone I know is already dead.” 
During the voyage, Rico mused, “The only thing they’re good for is violence and looking pretty.”
	Catalinan mercenaries were hired because of their skill in combat, but due to their demanding nature and superiority complex, they were often hated by the very people that had hired them. Jagger had explained, “They keep my caravans safe, but I would never let them near my daughter.”
	We weren’t here to make friends. We were here to bring a shipment of Liman muskets to a prominent mercenary captain, one who held a dozen units under his command, each unit sporting fifty troops. He had promised me thirty grams of gold per musket. Of course, the crew had to be paid, along with the life insurance, the maintenance, and the other various expenses such as fuel, food, and water. Regardless, my accountant was optimistic that I could clear the loan before the deadline, which was four years away.
	As Titan climbed out of the sandstorm, I finally got my first true look at Catalina. The houses were small, white, and shaped like simple blocks. There were no neon lights or modern buildings, and it seemed that, despite their trade connections with Lima, they had refused to adopt any modern technology besides the weapons and vehicles.
	A sharp peak reached high into the sky, where it scraped against the clouds and allowed this desert mountain in the sea of salt to receive a drizzle of rain. Knee-high fields coated the rough, rocky terrain with pockets of shining gold reeds. An old adventurer had once told me that people become like their surroundings, so it was no surprise that Catalina was rough, untamed, and beautiful.
	A crowd of curious spectators gathered, and I noticed that most were wearing simple tunics, many of the women were bare chested, and some people were entirely naked. Although it was a bit of a shock, since Liman culture was prudish by nature, I couldn’t help but ogle. 
“What the hell?” I muttered as I turned to Rico. “What’s going on?”
“It’s pretty common out here. Although, it’s going out of style ever since Lima started influencing Catalina. The younger folks here are more likely to be dressed.”
	“Do I have to be naked too?”
	Rico turned to me and, after a moment of thought, responded playfully. “No, but it may help negotiations.”
We brought Titan to a standstill and prepared to enter Catalina. I left the Arch with a leather satchel, a musket, and a bag of coffee beans meant to be a gift.
In the hangar, I was met by the entire crew who were eagerly awaiting to disembark. “Alright!” I shouted. “Behave yourselves and be back by ten this evening!”
	As the hangar door opened, and we started walking out, we were greeted by all the locals pointing a mixture of weapons at us. Most of the crew froze, including me, while a couple people ran back into the hangar. 
“Rico…” I whispered. “What’s going on?”
	“I don’t know, just stay calm.”
	After several long seconds, a man appeared from the Catalinan side. Although his skin was wrinkled and his hair was a graying-blonde, his physique was chiseled. I could tell because, like many of the others, he was wearing minimal clothing.
	He stopped a few paces away from us and said, “I am Halcon, council member of Catalina. What are you doing bringing this disgusting machine to the foot of our holy mountain?”
	“Disgusting?” I repeated. Before I could make a remark about being naked in the dusty wind, Rico responded, “We’re delivering muskets. If you don’t want them, that’s fine, but don’t kill us for trying to fulfill an order one of your people placed.”
	“Oh!” someone shouted from the Catalinan side. “Yeah, he’s with me!” A man pushed his way through the crowd. Much to my relief, he was fully dressed in fatigues.
	Halcon turned to him. “You invited these people?”
	“Yeah, but I never expected them to make this kind of an entrance!” He approached Rico and me with an outstretched hand and a wide smile. “My name is Carnisero.”
	Rico accepted the handshake and said, “Bishop, this is the man who’s buying our shipment.”
	Halcon turned to Carnisero and said, “You may bring these two into Catalina. But no further than the port. The rest must return to that thing.” He pointed towards Titan and grimaced.
	“Yes, councilor.” Carnisero then looked at Rico, who nodded, turned around, and addressed the crew members. “Everyone inside!” Rico shouted, prompting the crew to hastily run back into the hangar without protest.
	A moment later, the three of us entered a low-ceiling tavern at the edge of Catalina’s port. The locals were celebrating by drumming on the wooden bar and singing mercenary chants. It was a jolly scene that almost felt inviting, but the moment they saw us, they stopped and glared. The patrons, although objectively beautiful, gave us aggressive, viper eyes and wolf-like snarls. One of the men shouted something at me while reaching for a spear. I was about to make a break for the exit, when Carnisero responded, and although I couldn’t understand, I could only assume it was something along the lines of, “They’re with me. Back off.”
	He turned to us and said, “Please forgive me. Outsiders don’t come too often.”
	“Right,” I said.
The patrons all decided they didn’t want to share the room with us and left. Any animosity I had towards Catalina and her people was only amplified now, even as Carnisero offered us some lavender tea and potatoes. I thanked him and offered him the bag of coffee beans, which he opened up immediately. “Smells good, but I’m more interested in the firearms. You got the whole order?”
	“Yes sir. Three hundred muskets, top of the line Liman.”
	“Good. Is that one of them? May I see it?”
	“Of course.” I handed him my musket. “It’s loaded, be careful.”
	“I know how to handle a weapon,” he said while looking through the iron sights. As Rico and I drank our tea and ate our meal, he inspected the musket from all angles. “Mmmm…” he hummed thoughtfully as he flicked the barrel and listened to the ring. “Heavy metal, that’s good. Is it rust retardant?”
	“For now, yes. You will need to get it touched up occasionally of course.”
	“Good,” he said as he handed it back. “I’ll offer you three kilos of gold pieces for the lot.”
	Rico and I stared blankly at him for a moment. “We agreed nine kilos for three hundred. Three kilo’s wont even cover the shipping cost,” I said.
	Carnisero shrugged. “I understand. When I placed the order, there was a shortage of weapons on Catalina, but we were recently hired to wipe out a tribe. Turns out they had bought a ton of muskets, but just didn’t know how to use them properly. So, now it really isn’t necessary for me to buy this lot. All mercenaries in my units are outfitted already.”
	“Are you kidding me?!” I shouted and leaned forward. 
	Rico put his hand on my shoulder and pulled me back into my seat. “Bishop,” was all he said, although his tone of voice made it clear I had to remain calm. He then turned back to Carnisero and calmly made a counter proposal. “What about this, we do six kilo’s for the lot, and next time we give you a two kilo discount.”
	“Make it five kilo’s and we got a deal.”
	“Five point five, otherwise we can’t afford these trips.”
	“That’s not my fault,” Carnisero said. “What the hell are you doing in that massive machine anyway? I bet it costs a fortune to run.”
	“It’s actually more cost efficient,” I responded.
	“I find that hard to believe, but whatever,” Carnisero said as he waved my answer away. “Okay. I’ll cut you guys a deal. We do five kilos for the lot, but I give you a tip— a tip that could make you rich.”
	“A tip worth four kilos of gold? I find that hard to believe, but whatever,” I said as I mimicked Carnisero’s previous snarky remark. 
	He laughed and shook his head. “Okay, funny man. No tip then, but I’ll still only pay five kilos.”
	Rico and I stared at Carnisero as he grinned widely. He knew we needed the money to pay for the voyage, and that we couldn’t take no for an answer, so I reluctantly asked, “Fine, what’s your tip?”
	Carnisero took a sip of his tea before interlacing his fingers and lowering his voice, “Have you ever thought about going to the Eastern Ascension?”
	“No, why would I? There’s no trading posts out there, nor people that speak Liman. It’s just primitive tribes and harsh, uncharted territory.”
	“Exactly!” He said loudly. “If you go to a tribe and offer one of these muskets, I bet you they would sell their own daughters for it! You could probably return with every single piece of gold or gem they have. Sell to everyone! Play both sides of a war so you can’t lose! Start an arms race and let them kill each other while you profit from all angles!”
	“If this is such a good idea, why aren’t you going?”
	“I’m old, and I don’t want to take risks anymore. Caravaning East would be expensive, not to mention dangerous. I’ve heard plenty of stories about the Eastern Rim— about men that reach into your chest and rip out your heart, and entire civilizations that turn into wolves on the full moon. However, that big machine of yours can easily traverse over the rough dunes of the Eastern Rim, and you should have no trouble keeping your crew sheltered from whatever dangers there may be out there. That’s the only advantage I can imagine such an oversized machine to have.” His eyes shifted back and forth between the two of us. “So… five kilos it is.”
	
	We returned to Titan and exchanged the goods. I frowned at the gold and slipped it into my leather satchel as two-dozen crates of weapons unloaded. Carnisero grinned widely and shook my hand. I couldn’t help but feel swindled as I turned to enter the hangar with Rico. “Garbage. This whole mountain is garbage,” I said. “I hate this place, and I never want to come back here.”
	“You will once they offer you a good deal again.”
	“So they can just pay me half?”
	“Well…” Rico shrugged. “We’re just unlucky that they happened to find a large musket cache before we brought in our shipment. That dropped the price. That’s the trading business for you. Next time we will have better fortune.”
	“I don’t believe it for a freaking second. They just bluffed, and I’m blacklisting Catalina.”
	Rico just shook his head and patted my back. “The deal is done. We can only focus on the future.”
	Although I left Catalina in a sour mood, Rico took an effort to comfort me. Once we landed in Panama and traded our gold for spices, he took me out on the town. Panama had become somewhat of a trade hub for vessels traversing from the Pacific sands to the Caribbean basin, and they therefore catered to the whims and vices of sailors, fugitives, merchants, and any other wandering soul that might stumble into a tavern. The food was coated in glossy layers of all the spices found in strange places, exotic fruits were sold at a fraction of the cost of what Liman markets offered, and the drinks came as strong as they were cheap.
	I had never been much of a drinker, and my choppy memory only became worse when I did, but that evening I found myself wandering the dirt paths through Panama with Rico by my side. Since he had been leading caravans for years, he was fairly accustomed to the layout, and even spoke the local dialect fluently. At one point, he gestured towards a windowless tavern with a red lantern. “What happens in Panama, stays in Panama,” he mused.
	It took me a moment, but I eventually understood that he had pointed out a brothel. I had never paid for love and I wasn’t starting now, especially not with a pregnant wife awaiting my return. “No thank you. Rico.”
	He patted my shoulder and said, “I didn’t take you for a man who partook in such pleasures, but looks can be deceiving.”
	Once we returned to Titan, we orchestrated a crew headcount to make sure no one was left behind, drunk in a ditch. When all the men were accounted for, Rico and I made our way to the Arch, where I situated myself behind the control panel. I could hardly balance, and yet, I was about to pilot a two-hundred-thousand ton mobile village. “To Lima!” I proclaimed with a drunken slur and a finger pointing towards the heavens.
	“To Lima!” Rico repeated boldly while face-down on his bed.
	For the next two days, we recovered from our bender by lounging in the Arch. During which Rico spoke about his past. He was native to a small tribe deep in wild territories. One day, a team of scholarly adventurers arrived to excavate and study ancient sky-scrapers, and Rico was hired as the local guide since he had often played in the crumbling ruins. After a week, Rico had been exposed to more Liman technology than anyone in his village. He decided to leave his home and venture off to the grand city on the Rim, where he found work in a caravan. From there, he only climbed the social ladder through grit and cunning. Rico’s power crawl loosely resembled my own, I realized, yet with one lacking detail. He had never been a slave, and if he had been, he would have probably kept it a secret. Briefly, I considered sharing my true origins, but I ultimately decided to tell my fabricated backstory.


Chapter 10 – Hassan.
	I could have sworn the crowd awaiting Titan’s return was twice as large as when we left. While Titan drifted into position, Rico and I celebrated by popping a bottle and pouring two glasses of wine. “To a semi-successful first voyage!” I shouted while toasting it against the Arch window.
	“May the next be more profitable!” he shouted before knocking the glass back and bringing Titan to a standstill.
	We walked out on deck and watched as the bridge lowered to connect us to the top of Lima’s cliff. When on the Plateau, Rico shook my hand and said, “Congratulations Captain, I’ll be on standby for our next voyage. Don’t wait too long!”
All around me, crewmembers poured from the deck and embraced loved ones. I looked around for Merselina, Salcido and Jagger, but I couldn’t find them. A hundred civilians congratulated me, which started out as flattering, but soon became irritating as it hindered my search. Before too long, I began ignoring the civilians and instead focused entirely on finding my wife and child, which led me to the lobby of Jagger’s office. Most of my colleagues smiled when they saw me, but the receptionist gave me a sad, sympathetic look. It was unnerving, and my worry turned to panic as I ran to get to Jagger’s office. When I pushed the doors open and stormed in, I found Jagger and Salcido frowning at the ground with their hands in their pockets. “Where is she?” I asked.
Salcido looked up at me with red eyes, and even though I had never seen him cry, I knew he had been. “Bishop, I’m sorry.”
“What do you MEAN?! WHERE IS SHE?”
They looked at each other. Jagger shook his head and wiped a tear from his cheek. This time, I didn’t yell. “Please, tell me.”
“She passed away during labor,” Salcido said softly. “I’m so sorry...”
I gasped, fell to the floor, and began to sob. Salcido ran in to hold me. I tried to push him away, but he didn’t let me, instead he grabbed my head and held my face to his. “Bishop, listen to me! Bishop, you have a son now! Bishop, you’re a father! You’re not alone! You have me and your boy! It’s going to be alright!”
I had no words. Nothing could describe my thoughts. The feeling of seeping loss and confusion was at conflict with joy. I wanted to be happy, I wanted so dearly to appreciate the news that I had become a father, but the pain was overwhelming, and I couldn’t find a shred of relief.
They picked me up and dragged me back through the building to a car, where they comforted me and told me I was about to meet my child. I don’t remember much between that moment and the next, but I soon found myself holding a baby. 
Briefly, my pain vanished, or at the very least it was pushed into another part of my being. Salcido told me that, since I wasn’t around during the birth, he named the child on my behalf. “Hassan,” he told me. “It means handsome in ancient Arabic.”
	“What’s Arabic?” I asked.
	“It’s some language or something like French.”
	“French? Like our last name?”
	“Yeah, real fancy.”
	“Hassan Le Noire,” I repeated as I held the boy up to the light. “He is pretty handsome.”
	“Just like his uncle.” Salcido smiled.
	I kissed Hassan and handed him back to the nurse. The entire ride back home felt like a dream. Nothing seemed real. The life I had envisioned had fallen apart. I couldn’t believe I was a father without the woman I loved. When I made it home, Salcido hugged me and said, “You’re strong, Bishop, and you’re gonna make it through this.”
	As I entered my house, a couple of envelopes were stuck under the doors and scratched against the tiles. Ignoring them, I just wandered through the dark, following the scent of Merselina’s cooking. Piles of fresh vegetables and a roasted turkey lay on the kitchen counter. There was a basket filled with wines and presents. A banner strung over the table read, “Happy birthday!” I grabbed the basket and made my way to my bedroom, where flower petals had been scattered around the room. A new crib was stationed next to the bed, and more envelopes awaited me at my desk. For the past three weeks, Merselina had collected and sorted them. At first glance, I counted ten from the bank, a dozen unpaid bills, and a hundred congratulation letters.
	I sat on the bed and opened the first bottle of wine. Part of me wanted to light envelopes on fire, and another part of me wanted to stay in the house as it all caught flame. Part of me wanted to take my son and flee from the debt I had accumulated, and another, delusional part of me wanted to believe I’d wake up next to Merselina. I could still hear her laughter, feel the warmth of her embrace. I could fell her heartbeat race as she lay on my chest, and the way she played with my hair and nuzzled my neck. What cruel irony, that the finest moment of my existence, the moment my first child came into existence, would forever be intertwined with the death of my wife, and all a mere six days before my own birthday. Would this tragedy now rule each and every anniversary? How in the world could I ever celebrate my son’s birthday now? What a horrid weight the child would bear, to be guilty at birth. And so I realized that I had no choice but to continue. Even if it hurt, I would give my boy the world. Hassan was not irony’s twisted sense of humor. Hassan was mercy’s gift— a trade of souls, and a reason to continue.
	I spiraled for about three and a half bottles until I somehow, miraculously, fell asleep. 


Chapter 11 – Mourning
I awoke with bloodshot eyes, as I did most days, after a restless night sleep. Each morning felt as the day after her death, and the throbbing pain remained fresh despite the dragging months. Only two things in this world kept me moving, Hassan and my debt. If it we’re for Hassan, I would be in bed more than half the day. If it weren’t for my debt, I may have never left my bed. But no, I had not the luxury to rot, and so at first light, six in the morning, I slipped out of bed. The moment the alarm set off, Hassan began crying. I went through the routine of changing his diaper and fed him some milk. More often, it was the child who died during labor, and not the mother. However, occurrences like this did happen, there were programs in place to provide children with milk from women who had lost their own child during labor. So as I fed my boy with a strangers nourishment, I was reminded that harmony existed even in tragedy, if one had the strength to search for it.

After a quick morning routine, I bound Hassan into a baby-burrito and equip him against my chest. On my back I wore a backpack with a month’s worth of baby related supplies, including some of the donated milk. At six months, he had become more expressive, and his eyes searched the environment excitedly as we stepped out the door and into the street. Early commuters of laborers had already exiting their homes in droves, and many of them made way for the factories and power plants. Among the grimy men in drab uniforms, I stood out like a soar thumb. Although my clothing was nothing fabulous, I did have access to daily baths and clean clothes. The baby strapped to my chest did not help me blend in. 

The many men, tired as they were, still gave me kind smiles and head nods of approval. They knew that I was the reason they could afford electricity and plumbing, and that I could have easily moved out of the labor district and into the center ring. What they saw in me was upper caste man who respected and stood among the lower castes. I was an upper caste individual who had lived among the poor and downtrodden, who had fallen from royalty before climbing the ladder yet again. In other words, I was an upper caste man who they could relate to, and who they felt could relate with them, and I could. I was, after all, born lower caste. A secret shared only with my brother and wife, both of which had never whispered this to another soul. I still stood among the lower castes and laughed with them. We shared warm coffee on cold mornings, drinks on holidays, and I worked more sweat than any of them in the engine room on the few occasions they needed an extra pair of hands in the bowels of Titan. They knew that, if they had to work double as hard, I would be there beside them if I could, and that afterwards we would all get drunk.

But they also knew I had lost my wife, and they had seen my decline. They had seen me become more withdrawn. And in the nights where we shared drinks, I had gone from laughing and making jokes to sulking silently at the head of the table, until I finally decided no longer to join the crew gatherings. I knew that not showing my face would reduce moral, but showing my sullen sunken eyes was worse for moral. These random laborers in the streets and crew members, now gave me kind and sympathetic gazes— gazes I’d rather not have thrown at me, as each was a reminder of what I had lost. Try as I might, I simply could not stop my swirling thoughts from sinking me into despair. The only escape I found was alcohol, but even that could not stop the onslaught of guilt I felt. And then after an incident where a drunk crew member fell from the hangar catwalk, Rico and I decided to impose stricter alcohol rules. Each man was only allowed to bring a single bottle for a three week journey, and one beer from the cafeteria a day. Alcohol, as much as I enjoyed the escape, did not mix well with large machinery. I was not fully sober, but had decided to constrict my consumption.

I crossed the bridge connecting Titan’s deck to Lima’s cliff, and found a few men milling about. A crewmember, who was sweeping the sand off the deck, stopped and leaned on his broom. “Welcome aboard, Captain.”

“Thank you.” I responded as I pushed the door to the arch open. Rick sat in the dim light going over paperwork. Without looking up, he said, “We’re almost ready. We’re just waiting for the fuel tanks to fill up.”

I unstrapped Hassan from my chest and laid him gently in the crib beside my bed. I wrapped little earmuffs around his head tightly so the screeching machinery would not bother him as much, but Hassan’s hearing was sensitive, and he would always cry. “Another routine shipment,” I sighed under my breath.

“Yessir,” Rico said, apparently hearing me from across the room. We were silent the rest of the morning. I nursed on a coffee and peered out into the dunes.

After another twenty minutes or so, Rico said, “We’re ready for you, Captain.”

“Setting course for Panama,” I stated dryly and approached the control panel, where I unceremoniously thrust the lever forward. Titan lifted from her brace, announcing another ‘routine shipment.’ 

Hassan immediately began crying, prompting Rico to pick him up and move towards the exit. “I will bring him up the tower.”

I nodded but said nothing. That poor child should not be on a cruiser. The atmosphere here is too rough, loud, and salty. The temperature is not easily controlled, and the rocking motion made men sick. Hassah should have been in Merselina’s warm embrace. He should have been tucked safely in bed during this ungodly hour. “How many children of six months have been ripped from their mother’s arms and forced to live in these conditions?” I asked myself in a quiet bubbling rage toward the unfair universe, before realizing that many children have lost their homes and families, and had been forced horrible conditions, myself included. When reminded that this fate was not just dealt to me, but shared among many unfortunates, it all felt less like a personal attack on my child’s happiness and wellbeing. Still, the fact that my child of six months was forced to live on this machine, rather than the serenity of my home, broke my heart. And as these thoughts came and went, and came again— never truly leaving, always returning like a whirlwind— I wondered how long it would be before Titan’s roar drove me utterly deaf. Perhaps, when my hearing was lost, the guilt-ridden whispers would die with it. Or perhaps, when that day came, and my eardrums ruptured, there would only be a world of silence where my anger and guilt remained. Needless to say, it all felt hopeless.

Rico returned to the arch, locking the door behind him. He laid a sleeping Hassan into the crib beside my bed. For a muscular and rugged man, Rico had a gentleness about him perfect for caring for young children. He had no wife or children of his own, so that surprised me. After a moment, he approached me and then placed a firm hand on my shoulder, releasing me from my downward spiral. I turned to him, briefly expecting some information exchange, but instead I found his sympathetic gaze. We stood, stone-faced and silent, for a long moment, before he leaned in and gave me a tight embrace. And suddenly, I found my façade ruptured, an ocean of tears held back by a damn that could not withstand the pressure any longer. I buried my face in his shoulder and cried for what felt like hours. When his shirt was soaked with my tears, and my eyes could produce no more, I pulled back and took a deep breath. “I’m exhausted, Rico. I miss her every day.”
“I know,” he replied dryly. “It’s not easy losing someone.”
“What am I supposed to do?” I collapsed onto a dining chair, momentarily ignoring my duties at controls. “I lost my wife, Titan’s debt is mounting, I’m tired. I just want to collapse. I’ve never felt like this before. Everything I’ve been through, I’ve never felt so empty as I do after Merselina. It’s like— I thought she was the sign that everything would turn around, that things were finally going to be good. I thought…” I held my breath, suddenly realizing how I was spilling my guts. Rico just stared at me silently, giving me space to speak without judgment. I tried to finish my last thought. “That… uh, that I could have a family. A family I wished I had when I was kid.”
	Rico raised his chin briefly and examined me, but did not speak. He thought I had grown up with Salcido, that we had a family from some distant land— one that was butchered. Rico had never been told my true history. Something about him was so safe and calm, but the fear and uncertainty came in like a black cloud. I was mortified of losing everything. The truth always hung on my neck like the chains I wore as a child, and Merslina lifted those chains off of me. She carried my burden, and made me forget about the past. With her, there was only a future. I didn’t have to look over my shoulder anymore. She loved me for who I was. Without her, the chains of truth came down upon me again with an unfamiliar force. I had grown soft by her gentle touch, and now I felt I wasn’t strong enough to continue. As much as I wanted to tell Rico the truth, and have him carry the weight with me, the fear and uncertainty— the fact that I teetered on total ruin— made me chose to swallow my words. All this flashed through my mind in just three seconds, and so I clarified my previous statement. “The family I lost. I thought I could rekindle that…”
Rico moved to the dining table and slid into the chair beside me. He nodded thoughtfully. “It’s not over yet, Bishop. You’re still mourning, and you will be for a while. Things look bad, and they are, but they could be worse. As a friend, I’ll tell you that it will get better, but you have to give yourself time. However, as a co-pilot and your second in command, I’ll tell you that the clock is ticking, and we cant afford any breaks.” He gently placed his palm on the dining table and locked eyes with me. “Get some sleep. I will take first watch.”
I took a deep breath and said softly, “Thank you, Rico.” Dragging myself to my bed, I stopped only to glance at Hassan. If I did anything anymore in this world, it was for him. He would feel no hardship that I had the power to shield him from. His life would be of affluence, academia, and peace. That I vowed, right before hitting the mattress and falling into a dreamless sleep.

As the months passed, little changed for the better. A haunting guilt still hung over my shoulders— guilt that stemmed from my choice to lead Titan on voyage instead of standing beside my wife in labor, and being absent in her passing. Of course, there was no way for me to have known this would happen, and my rational was telling me it wasn’t my fault, but the mind is a tricky machine, and a cocktail of conflicting emotions ran rampant through my system.
	In an attempt to save my vessel, but also escape my thoughts, I thrust myself fully into my duties, juggling fatherhood while fighting the immense, ever-growing debt. Titan made constant trips and never stayed in port for more than a few days. Everywhere I went, I brought Hassan with me, but I could tell the cruiser’s atmosphere was no place to raise a child. Hassan would cry whenever Titan braked, braced, or accelerated. Rico and I took turns comforting the boy to some success, but I could tell this was no permanent solution. Rico had never signed up to play babysitter, and despite taking on the task without complaint, I knew it was getting on his nerves.
	Eventually, when Hassan began walking and talking, I decided that he needed to socialize with other toddlers, and that I wouldn’t be able to raise him properly on Titan. Salcido accepted the honor of taking care of the boy while I concentrated on repaying the loan. Rico let out a deep sigh of relief the day he entered the Arch without hearing a child crying.
	Even with our tireless efforts, our trips between Catalina, Panama, and Lima did not profit enough for me to settle my loan before the deadline, and with only a year left, I was desperate. I had already sold the house, and if I lost Titan as well, then what? I had worked for a decade to make Titan what she was today, and I refused to give her up to the bank.
	One night, in the winter of 770, Rico broke the silence and addressed the gravity of our situation. “Bishop, we need to do something drastic if you want to keep your vessel.”
	“Do you have any suggestions?”
	“I say we head east, to uncharted territory. Bring enough guns to trade a empire’s worth of valuables with natives.”
	“And then what? What if there’s nothing there? No natives, gold, nothing…? ”
	He looked at me sternly and said, “Then you lose Titan anyway.”
	With that one sentence, he had convinced me. We immediately began hatching a plan. I was going to invest every last bit of my disposable gold into weapons and ammunition. Which amounted to roughly two and half thousand flintlock muskets. The rest was going into a cache of food, water and fuel.
When we landed in Lima, the plan went into effect immediately. I told Salcido everything, to which he said, “I think this is a terrible idea.”
	“It’s not like I have a choice,” I responded.
	“What if you don’t come back? Huh? Then what? You got a kid, Bishop. You can’t just leave him. You can’t take risks like this.”
	“You know I don’t want to take this risk. You know how hard it’s been on me knowing that I wasn’t here for Merselina, but am I just going to sit around and wallow in depression, or am I going to go out there and save my livelihood?”
	“The boy needs a father,” huffed Salcido.
	“He does! But I worked ten years on this vessel, and I’ll be damned if it’s repossessed! This is my last ditch effort, and if it doesn’t go well, then I’ll still be a good father, even if we’re broke.”
	Salcido silently shook his head. “All I’m worried about is that you might not make it back.”
	“I will, Sal, trust me. Even if I make it back without having earned a drop of copper. And if that’s the case, I guess I’ll just have to crash on your couch until I get back on my feet.”
	“Brother, you can always crash on my couch! Just don’t find yourself buried under some distant sands!”
	“I won’t, Sal!” I declared loudly.
	“Okay!!!….” he responded with equal volume, before we both fell silent again. He looked away as he drummed his fingers against the marble counter. He had just purchased this apartment in the center ring, which was large and barren. The color pallet ranged only from white to gray, and yet, somehow it felt more luxurious than the deepest dyed silk curtains and carpets classic to the upper caste. This white and cavernous apartment invited a calm head space and cool breath to whomever entered. After the adrenaline from our brief shouting match subsided, Salcido turned back to me and asked, “You’re going to bring me back a souvenir, right?”
	“Of course. Any requests?”
	“Yeah, get me a sexy tribal priestess.”
	“Sal, I don’t do human trafficking, but if you lend me a self-portrait, I’m sure they’ll volunteer to come aboard.”
	Sal smiled and nodded, “I bet they would.”
	I snorted a half-laugh, “Never change, brother.” 
	“Never will,” he confirmed.

	Since half the crew quit when hearing about our oncoming voyage, Rico was occupied with acquiring new men. Few sailors had the stomach to braze the unknown, and those that did often had shady records. Rumors about the east had always been spread throughout Lima, but the most ridiculous myths I heard ran somewhere along the lines of, “Magic, cannibal snake-people,” and “Living trees that swallow men whole.”
	I knew the rumors were nonsense because I had heard stories just as wild about the tundras where I had lived half my life, and I had never seen a dragon made out of metal. Even though I didn’t believe a word of what the crew said, I didn’t want to enter the dark blindly, and I decided to approach someone more educated than a dusty sailor. I dug through a pile of old paperwork until I found an envelope with a purple crest.
	Soon after, I was sitting at a cafe, waiting for a young professor by the name of Brutii Dan Telrog. I had no idea what to expect, but when a short, thin man approached me with a bright, white smile, I knew it was him. “Captain Le Noire! It’s an honor to meet you!” he said as he enthusiastically shook my hand. He was clean-shaven with slick back hair, and he wore a neat suit similar to Jagger’s. “I must say, I was elated to receive your invitation, although a bit surprised by your urgency!”
	“Sorry about that. It would have been a bit much to explain via a letter.”
	“I noticed.” Brutii nodded. “Your spelling mistakes were difficult to read through, but I suppose that I would make similar errors if expected to draw blueprints. We simply come from different dimensions of expertise, and I will not judge.”
	“Yeah, well, that actually brings me straight to my first point. We’re planning an expedition, and I would like to have an educated advisor on board.”
	“An expedition?” Brutii perked up in curiosity as he slipped into his seat. “I only just started teaching, but perhaps I can convince the academy to sponsor me if the famous Bishop Le Noire needed my assistance. Where would this expedition take us? And what do you expect from me?”
	“We would be heading east, towards uncharted territory to trade with natives. You studied history, correct?”
	“I study many things, Mr. Le Noire, but I teach history.” 
	A waitress approached us and asked, “Hello boys, would you like something to drink?”
	“Black coffee,” I responded, while Brutii said, “I’ll have a lemongrass tea, please.”
	“I’ll bring it right out.” The waitress said with a smile.
I watched her turn the corner, then looked towards Brutii. “Do you think you would be able to help me communicate with local tribes?”
	“The further we stray from Lima, the more the dialects differ. Although we all share a root language, which is a mixture of ancient Spanish and English, the differences in dialect can be drastic, especially on the eastern part of the continental plateau, where Portuguese comes into the mix.”
	“Portuguese?”
	“Another ancient language, similar to Spanish, but still unique.”
	“Do you speak any of these languages?”
	Brutii laughed. “Speak them? No. There is too much debate on what these languages sound like, and I don’t think a single man anywhere knows how true Spanish or English sounded. However, I can read them without issue— mostly Spanish and English, and a little bit of French and Portuguese. I also minored in linguistics.”
	“My last name is French.”
	“Yes… I’m aware, although the spelling is incorrect, I’m afraid to tell you. ‘Noir,’ means ‘black,’ so it’s an adjective. However, it should be ‘La Noire,’ since the ‘e’ at the end, indicates that the noun to which it belongs is feminine.” 
	I stared at Brutii blankly for a moment, then asked, “Are you serious?”
	“I hope I didn’t offend you, sir.”
	“No, of course not,” I assured Brutii while internally cursing Salcido’s mistake— a mistake that would literally last generations.
	Brutii shuffled uneasily in his seat, possibly realizing the conversation had taken a turn. He coughed into his fist before enthusiastically continuing. “My first name is Latin, which was ancient even to the ancients. It’s the root from which Portugease, Spanish and French stem. Languages change, they evolve, but a core often remains. Liman, Catalinan, Panamanian, these dialects are not so different once dissected. One can communicate in a matter of weeks if immersed and studious! A born talent with languages would also be beneficial.”
	“So, do you think you would be able to help me?” I asked. “If we spend a month with the tribes, do you think you could help me negotiate?”
	“Most likely, yes. But please bare in mind that any information left behind by the ancients are thousands of years old, and there’s no telling how accurate any of my guesses will be. I’m not sure if you heard, but we recently dug up an atlas in pristine condition, and according to one of the few legible pages, the northern tundras used to have deserts, plains and forests.”
	“Are you serious?”
	Brutii nodded. “We’ve made some startling discoveries these past few years, for example, there are whole other Continental Plateaus on this Earth. 
	Brutii watched as my eyes went wide with curiosity, which was when he decided to drop a bomb. He leaned forward and said, “The Shifting Sands used to be filled with water.”
	“What!?” I looked around the cafe to see if anyone else had heard, but everyone was in their own bubble, so I turned back to him and said, “You can’t be serious.”
	“I am. We are only just beginning to understand how different the ancient world was. Some artifacts are so abundant that we have a near endless supply to learn from. Like vehicles and the electrical grid. Other things are simply too alien to us, and we have no idea what they were used for. For example, it seemed like each individual had some sort of reflective, flat electrical device, but the internal workings are still a mystery. Anyway, I’m going off-topic. My point is; everything I know comes from ancient sources, and I don’t think it will be of much use in the modern day. However, I would simply join for the adventure!”
	I nodded thoughtfully, although I didn’t hear much of what he had just said. I was still preoccupied with the fact that the Shifting Sands used to be a body of water. Of all the rumors I had heard, this one seemed the most far-fetched, and yet something compelled me to believe it. It reminded me that the world was filled with the inexplicable, and that I should truly be prepared for anything when heading east. I took a deep breath and looked back at him. “We leave in two days. Are you available?”
	“Two days?!” Brutii exclaimed in shock. “Mr. Le Noire, there is no way I would have ever refused such an offer, although I wish I had more notice.”
	The waitress returned and placed the tea and coffee on our table, but before she had the chance to speak, Brutii stood up and said, “I need to prepare immediately. How long did you say you expected the expedition to last?”
	“Four to six months. Launch is at noon. Don’t be late.”
	“Of course not! I never am! Thank you, Captain Le Noire, for the honor, sir!” Brutii shook my hand again and left in a hurry.
	I looked down at the two drinks. Apparently, I was about to pay for Brutii’s lemongrass tea. The waitress leaned down to get to my eye level. “Did I hear that correctly? Did he just call you Captain Le Noire, as in Bishop Le Noire?” she asked.
	I nodded and dropped four sugar-cubes into my coffee. “Yeah.”
	“Wow… you’re famous.” 
	“I suppose,” I said while avoiding her searching eyes by staring into my bubbling, sweet brew.
	“Is there anything else I can get you, Captain?”
	I stirred my coffee, took a sip, and without looking at her, said, “Just the check.”
After meeting with Brutii, I returned to Salcido’s house, where I found Hassan waiting for me by the door. He jumped on me with a wooden sword and we began our duel. Our battle was suddenly interrupted when Salcido, who had seemingly spent the afternoon folding paper airplanes, began a barrage. Salcido’s current girlfriend, our reinforcement, jumped on Salcido’s back and began pummeling him with a pillow, which was when Hassan and I left our cover and began whacking Salcido with our wooden swords. Outnumbered three to one, Salcido tossed his girlfriend on the couch and retreated to the kitchen, where he barricaded himself to make a sandwich. With all foes vanquished, Hassan lifted his sword above his head and proclaimed himself king.
	That night, as I stared down at my sleeping boy, I made the same promise that I had given Merselina. I swore that I would return from my voyage.


Chapter 12 – To the Rough Dunes
On the day of launch, I arrived in an anxious, doubtful mood. Nightmares had kept me tossing and turning, leaving me exhausted as I entered the morning, frost filled port.
Although I was in no mood to socialize, the world had different plans. Brutii stood by the bridge with ten boxes, smiling brightly as the knee-high mist rolled past him and drifted off the cliff. He was the only soul in sight, arriving before even me, the captain, and somehow still filled with energy. As I approached, he shouted, “I told you! I’m never late.”
	“You weren’t kidding.” I shook his hand and pointed towards the piles of boxes. All three stacks were taller than him. “What’s with all the luggage?”
	“The academy jumped on this opportunity and donated as much as they could to aid the journey. The only catch is that I need to catalog everything, which I was already planning to do anyway. It’s perfect!”
	“Donated?” I repeated with happy surprise. “What did they give us? Food?”
	“Even better! Hundreds of books!”
	“Books?” I repeated again, this time with far less enthusiasm. “I suppose with the right spices, anything is eatable.”
	Brutii laughed. “That’s one way to absorb the information! Shall we start loading up?”
	“You can. I have a bad back. Bring your books to the Arch, which is the control room. You can’t miss it.”
	“Aye-aye, Captain!”
	I sat on a bench on deck and began going over crewmember files, accounting, and supplies. As Brutii unloaded the boxes one by one, wiping the sweat away with each huff, I watched him slowly make progress. Eventually, I added to the bottom of my list, “Books…”
	Crossing the bridge from Lima to Titan’s deck was no short walk, especially when carrying thirty kilo boxes, so by the time Brutii had finished up, an hour had passed and I had prepped Titan for departure. From the Arch’s window, I could see Rico briefing the many men. I couldn’t hear what he was telling them, but it must have ran somewhere along the lines of, “We are brazing the unknown. Expect the unexpected. Have faith in your crew as much as in your gods!” He had practiced the speech with me, and now he was making similar gestures.
	Eventually, the speech ended, and the crew began pouring in from the mainland. I stood by the bridge so they could get a good look at me. Most of them threw a casual greeting my way. “Captain,” “Hello, Mr. Le Noire,” “It’s a pleasure, sir,” although I didn’t respond. Brutii’s clothes were drenched from having carried the boxes, so he sat on a crate beside me and caught his breath.
	The very last person to enter Titan’s deck was Rico, who was about to introduce himself to Brutii, but before he could, Brutii jumped up and said, “Mr. Neokruis. It’s a pleasure to meet you! I’m Professor Brutii Dan Telrog, and will be cataloging the journey on behalf of the academy. It’s an honor!”
	Rico was caught off guard by the extremely enthusiastic stranger, but he still offered a smile and firm handshake. “Nice to meet you, Professor.”
	The three of us briefly exchanged glances, knowing that we were about to embark on a dangerous journey, and that each man would have to count on the other. After a moment of silently absorbing each other’s presence, I said, “Gentlemen, the time has come.”
	Five minutes to launch, the three of us walked into the Arch, where Rico immediately assumed position behind the control panel. “Signaling the port to lift the bridge.” He flipped a switch, causing lights on the side of Titan to start flashing yellow. A moment later, I watched from a port side window how the crane lifted the massive walkway. When Titan was cleared, I looked towards Rico and said, “Titan untethered.”
	“Copy. Permission to reverse brace, Captain.”
	“Permission granted.”
	Rico grabbed the massive lever, but before he pushed it forward, he turned to Brutii and warned him. “This is going to be loud. Cover your ears.”
	Brutii did just that as a horrendous screech sounded throughout the entire vessel. Titan rose an extra ten meters into the air as she lifted from her brace— high enough so we could peer into Jagger’s office where, like during every departure, he would toast a crystal glass against his window. I held up my coffee mug and clanked it against my own window. It had become a symbolic ritual. Although I couldn’t hear him, I could clearly lipread, “Good luck!”
	“Commencing descent,” Rico said as he loosened the brakes.
	As Titan began rolling backwards into the Shifting Sands, I turned to Brutii and said, “We’re heading north towards Panama, where we are to cross into the Caribbean basin and move towards the Eastern Ascension. When we reach the rough dunes, we are to curve the bend south. Our estimated journey length is six months. Put that in your notes.”
	Brutii began scratching on his notepad. Unbeknownst to me, it was a sound I was to grow accustomed to during the next three-and-a-half-year period.

	Over the course of the next two weeks, we compared ancient maps to modern ones. The further we strayed from Lima, the less detailed the parchment became. Eventually, our cartography collection became decreasingly visual until the maps were little more than lines with landmarks and a description. 
	Aruba > Curacao > Bonaire > Orchila > Tortuga > Coche > Trinidad
	37th of Baarish, 749.
While traveling East along the Northern Rim, you will come across mountains in this order, with the final and largest being Trinidad. 
Unlike the mountains off the Western Rim, that occasionally receive mainland rain, the mountains of the Caribbean are dry and uninhabited.
Once reaching Trinidad, there are two courses one can take. 
· Move North towards a mountain range that will lead back to the Cuban peninsula. This is the advised route.
· Curve around Trinidad and begin a journey South down the Eastern Ascension. Due to the harsh terrain in the Eastern Sands, few have attempted this. Those who have, have noted no winnable resources and hostile creatures. 
	
	Those notes did me little joy, but Rico reminded me that there had never been a machine more capable of endeavoring prolonged expeditions, and that those who came before us were over extending their reach by looping around the Trinidad mountain. He said, “Titan’s potential is wasted if we do common trade routes. The far reaches are our niche.”
	The terrain on the western part of the continent was more like an ocean of rolling golden dunes. Here in the east, the soft sand had blown away and had left endless crisscrossing natural trenches. Such a landscape would be impassable for caravans of smaller vehicles, but to Titan, the trenches were mere cracks under her feet.
A month into our expedition, we ran out of modern sources of information and began reviewing ancient atlases. The dining table became a designated research bench for Brutii, who sat for hours on end, engrossed in his studies. Occasionally, he would jump up, run outside, then return to place a mark and scribble some notes. It went on like this for another week when he finally said, “Gentlemen, I think we have just curved around the bend of Brazil. We are far, far away from Lima.”
	“Perhaps it’s about time we dock somewhere,” I told Rico.
“Understood, Captain. Shifting gears.”
	We watched as Titan turned away from the dead ocean and aimed up the Ascension. As Titan tilted upward, Brutii’s pencil rolled off the table, but he caught it before it hit the ground. After having spent a month on the vessel, he had begun to look more and more like a confident dunesailor. What was once a white, ironed button-down, was now replaced by a brown t-shirt caked in so much dust that a cloud would appear with any abrupt movement.
	“I’m going to prepare the men for the expedition,” I said as I walked out of the Arch. Right when I was about to close the door, Brutii stepped out behind me. I could see through his goggles that he was smiling. “Shouldn’t you be making some notes?” I asked him.
	“I’m about to! I want to watch you with your men!”
	“… Alright, stick close to me.”
	We entered the barracks where eighty men lay asleep in the early morning. The few who were awake swiveled their heads upon my entrance. “We’re moving out!” I shouted, and suddenly the entire room erupted into rehearsed procedure. What we had here was a mismatch of Panamanian mercenaries. As a result, there was no standardized equipment, but I had given each man a Liman musket with bayonet, an iron segmentata, and helmet. Some men had flintlock pistols strapped to their belts and others had sabers. A shorter trooper, with a colored feather hanging from his ear, had an entire bandoleer packed with dynamite. I stopped him as he passed and told him, “Stay thirty paces away from me at all times.”
	“Yes, sir.”
	As they lined up in the hangar, I could tell they were an undisciplined bunch by the way they yawned and picked their noses. Although I hadn’t expected a sophisticated level of etiquette, a modest display of restraint would have been appreciated. But you get what you pay for, and I had paid for salty, aggressive men with a turbulent past and no real future. The only men willing to join this mission were those who had stared death in the face and were willing to do it again. Most of them had grown up during the ongoing tribal wars, and some had even boasted going toe to toe with Catalinan men. I didn’t believe it for a second.
	The hangar suddenly filled with flickering, yellow lights as Titan began her brace. “Load into the trucks!” I told the men as I pressed the button to open the bay door.
	Brutii stood beside me as we watched the foreign landscape unveil. The Earth here was flat, red, and barren. “Wow…” Brutii said as he started scribbling on his note pad. “Mr. Le Noire, I can now tell you with full certainty that the ancient atlas will do us no good.”
	“And why is that?”
	“Well, according to the ancient atlas, we should be standing in a lush forest.”
	“To be honest, Professor, I prefer this. It will be easier to scout,” I said as I pointed outside, prompting the men to drive onto the cracked clay. Brutii and I wandered outside, where I accessed the external control panel to shut the hangar door. “Get into a truck,” I told him.
	“Which one?”
	“Doesn’t matter. We’re all going to meet up back here by the end of the day and exchange information. Keep your eyes peeled for anything that might indicate human activity.”
	“Yes, sir, Captain Le Noire, sir!” Brutii did an exaggerated salute before running off to a truck. His excitement alluded to an ignorance of the possible danger.
	We all loaded into vehicles and departed. Each branching out into a different direction to cover as much ground as possible. We were to drive until we had used up forty percent of our fuel, and then we were to turn around. I could not have prayed for easier terrain to navigate on. However, the barren soil meant there was little chance of finding anything interesting. I used a telescope to peer into the distance, where I saw some mountains with a bit of green. Unfortunately, our fuel supply wouldn’t have allowed us to travel that far and back.
A few petrified trees dotted our path and stood as fossilized remains of an ancient day. These trees, that once stood as a thick forest, were now nothing more than reminders of life’s ever shifting balance. They were lone shadows, spread far apart upon the desolate, red Earth. The weight of our vehicle imprinted tracks perfectly unto dry soil, and I wondered, “Without rain, would these lines we etch into the Earth remain for a hundred, or even a thousand years?”
“We’re not gonna find anything out here,” my driver mumbled under his breath.
	“Premature pessimism is not in your job description,” I told him coldly.
	Unfortunately, it seemed my driver was correct. We used up half our fuel and were still rolling across the barren flats. Titan had become a minuscule dot on the horizon, covered only by the mirage of rising heat. I hadn’t expected to find tribes immediately, but I couldn’t help but feel some disappointment. “Turn her around,” I said with a sigh as I sank back into my seat.
	When we made it back to Titan, two of the three other trucks had already parked in the hangar. I jumped out of my still rolling vehicle and approached the men of the other scouting parties. 
	“You find anything?” I asked.
	“I saw smoke in the mountains,” one of the officers said. “It definitely wasn’t a forest fire, since it had strange patterns.”
	I perked up in curiosity. “What do you mean by strange patterns?”
	“Like, the plume was broken up into segments, almost like Morse-Code,” he responded. Another trooper chimed in and said, “It’s where the fourth and final scouting party went. The one with the nerdy guy.”
	“Then I guess we’re going to have to wait for them to return for more information.”
	We waited for hours with no sign of the final scouting party. For a brief moment, I feared they had been blown up by the trooper with a dynamite fetish, but I saw him lounging in the hangar. Then I wondered if they had gotten their rubber tracks damaged and become immobile. Whatever the reason, I wasn’t going to send anyone out into the dark to follow into possible demise. At midnight, I ordered everyone to get some sleep and to prepare for a search and rescue mission at the crack of dawn.
I entered the Arch and told Rico what had happened, to which he said, “Had you considered that perhaps the locals don’t want to trade?”
	“If they’re aggressive, then we pacify them,” I responded as I fell into my bed. “We either trade, or we take, but we’re not leaving empty-handed.”

Chapter 13 – Cuatia
	At six in the morning, we rolled out of the hangar and began following the vehicle tracks left behind by Brutii’s scouting party. Our caravan kicked up a red cloud as we sped across the dry, flat terrain. As the distant mountains drew near, the ‘strange smoke patterns’ became visible. There were multiple plumes, all of them spread across a vast area and unnaturally broken up into segmented puffs.
	We set course for the closest fire, which eventually led us to the foot of a mountain range. Tall grass sprouted here and created a three-meter high field of golden stems, all swaying across vast rolling hills. Butterflies and other winged creatures drifted gently among the vegetation. The heavenly scene was tainted only by the path left by Brutii’s scouting party, which had plowed straight through and flattened the indigenous fauna and flora. The fuel gauge now read that we only had 30% percent left, which meant that Brutii had completely ignored my orders to return by 60%. I wondered what could have compelled someone to bring so many lives in danger. He was educated by the greatest academy known to man, and yet completely lacking in common sense. 
	When on the other side of the golden fields, we entered a clearing. To my astonishment, we found wooden yurts set up in a circle. Primitive as they may have been, we had succeeded in finding a local tribe. I turned to my driver and said, “What did you say yesterday?”
	“I humbly retract my statement,” said the Panamanian mercenary jokingly in the posh Liman accent. Then, in his regular, rural drawl, he said, “Lets just hope they’re friendly...”
	The fourth scouting truck was parked just outside this tiny village, and although there was no sign of combat, I still turned and shouted at the men in the back, “Prepare for a possible confrontation!” In response, I heard a dozen musket hammers click into place.
	“Yes, sir!”
	We brought the caravan to a stop, and the men then poured from the cargo hold to queue in a firing line. There was no sign of life in the village other than the smoke plume originating from the middle. 
	We were a hundred paces far when we began a creeping advance. “Don’t fire until I give the signal!” I ordered as we approached. 
	In the middle of the village, there was a man kneeling by the fire pit. He was using some kind of blanket to manipulate the plumes, creating the unnatural smoke signals. A handful of mercenaries aimed towards the local, while the rest continued scanning our surroundings. I approached the native, who turned around and smiled at me. I estimated him to be in his late thirties. He had tattoos up and down his entire body and face. His hair was braided and dirty to the point that massive knots had formed. Although I was pointing a musket and bayonet towards him, he continued smiling. “Where are they?” I asked.
	“Taman amia da dente shiro,” the dirty local responded, to which I could only stare quizzically into his serene smile. I wasn’t sure what to expect when I asked the question, but this dialect was vastly different from any language on the Western Rim.
	“Check the houses,” I then told my men.
	The troops approached the buildings and cautiously peered inside. It took no more than five seconds before one of them shouted, “Captain! Our men are in this one!”
	I ran up to the building and leaned in through the window to find twenty men resting on piles of hay. Brutii was snoring and cuddling a notebook. “Professor!?”
	Brutii lazily opened his eyes and yawned, then looked at me and said, “Hello, Captain.”
	“What the hell is wrong with you?!” I jumped through the window and kicked a few troopers awake. “Everybody up! NOW!”
	“Captain Le Noire, it’s not what you think! I’ve been doing research!” Brutii said as he sluggishly arose from his slumber. There was something strange about the way he spoke and moved— he was uncoordinated and slow. I grabbed him by the back of his head and pulled him closer for inspection, when I noticed his eyes were dark red.
	“Have you been drinking?” I asked him.
	“No, sir. I’ve been smoking.”
	I fired my musket into the ceiling, briefly filling the dark space with a flash of lightning and leaving a shining hole in the thatch roof. The men awoke in a panic and scrambled to their feet. “Everyone! Line up outside!”
	I stepped outside to discipline the troops, who were wobbly at best, and falling over at worst. One of them had to be held up by two of his peers. As I was contemplating a creative punishment, I happened to look towards a nearby hill, where I saw hundreds of natives dotting the edge. They stood like silhouettes, and I admit that I was intimidated by their pointy sticks and woven shields. At first glance, their manpower was not far greater than ours, but with a quarter of my troops unfit, and possibly more natives hidden in the surroundings, I did not feel confident in our superior weaponry. The troops would have to be punished at a later time.
	“Defensive positions!” I shouted, sending the men to roll to cover and take aim.
	“Captain,” Brutii said as he hung on to my shoulder. “They are not aggressive! In fact, they are quite curious and hospitalitacous. You may have already met Tickolo-Kulambara-Ohol.”
	I shrugged Brutii from my shoulders and pushed him back a step. “What the hell have you been smoking?”
	Brutii quickly flipped through his notes and squinted into the pages, “Something called Changa.” He then pointed towards the native by the fire pit. “That’s Tickolo. He was alone in this village when we arrived. He gave us food and water, so it seemed rude to not partake.”
	“And what about them?” I pointed up towards the other natives, who had begun slowly moving towards the village. Their stance was non-aggressive, but I could now tell that their numbers vastly outweighed ours. Even the women and children carried spears.
	“I’m assuming these are the locals you so dearly wanted to meet,” Brutii responded. “I would advise you to take on a less defensive demeanor, since we are guests here, after all.”
	I looked towards the incoming natives, and then towards my men, who were poised to fire, and quickly decided that I hadn’t come all this way to start a war. “Everyone, at ease and line up behind me.”
	The troopers ran behind me and awaited further orders as Brutii and I stood next to Tickolo. The natives started pouring in, and approached with mutual caution. As nervous as I was, I was also incredibly excited.
	Their clothing was minimal, but at least they weren’t fully naked like some Catalinan folk. These natives had long braided hair with beads in them, and light-brown skin covered in blue tattoos. 
	Behind me, I heard one of the mercenaries remark in a Panamanian dialect, “I love it when they have hair like that. Makes them easy to grab when they start running. Stupid bitches.”
	I turned around and saw it was one of the troopers who had been smoking. He swayed uneasily, as though balancing was a chore. I pointed at him and said, “One more word and you’re crawling back to Titan.”
	An older native walked up and, though his apparel signified no difference in rank, his confidence alluded to some sort of leadership role. He held a brief conversation with Tickolo, during which Brutii made notes. What Brutii could have possibly been writing was a mystery to me, since he couldn’t understand the locals after just a night’s worth of partying. I leaned over and saw that he was attempting to transcribe their conversation phonetically.
	“What are you doing?” I asked him.
	“Picking up as much as I can as quickly as possible,” he responded.
	Eventually, the leader of the natives looked towards us and spoke directly to Brutii, who eagerly put into play what he had learned so far. “Jao Brutii,” he articulated slowly before turning to me and repeating it in Liman. “That means ‘I am Brutii.’”
	The local leader’s brows lifted while Brutii flipped through his notes. “Danki,” he said before turning to me again. “That means ‘thank you’… And that’s about as far as I have gotten.” Brutii then closed his notebook and put his hands on his hips as though he was proud of his translation. His stoned, droopy eyes and satisfied grin were asking for the back of my hand.
	“I could have learned that without a notepad,” I muttered while keeping my twitching knuckles at bay.
	“With all due respect, Mr. Le Noire, when we start learning more complicated phrases, you’ll be happy I took the effort to document the fundamentals.”
	“Jao Bishop. Danki,” I said with a slight bow of my head.
	“Jao Cu Elmana. Du hanja ku mi pada,” The local leader responded, also with a slight head bow.
	I looked towards Brutii, who drew a blank expression. After a long pause, he said, “Well, his name is Cu Elmana. Other than that, I don’t know what he just said.” 
	The next few moments of first contact were painfully anti-climactic. I wasn’t sure what I had expected, but it wasn’t an hour long back and forth of speaking gibberish with a half-naked grandfather. I eventually told some men to return to Titan and relay the news that we were safe and ‘successfully’ corresponding with locals.
	We spent an entire day attempting to communicate with the Cu Elmana, which mostly consisted of gestures and facial expressions, but soon small linguistic bridges formed for Brutii, who on occasion would have a revelation and excitedly start writing. During lunch, which the locals had prepared from foraging fruits and small animals, Brutii turned to me and began a briefing.
	“I believe I have gathered some more information, although I’m not sure how accurate it is.”
	“Let’s hear it.”
	“So, these are indeed smoke signals, a primitive form of long-distance communication. When my scouting party arrived yesterday, Tickolo sent word to the other villages that we had arrived. You can consider this the welcome committee.”
	“Okay, what else?”
	“Well,” Brutii flipped through his notes and said, “Tickolo lives here alone, although I couldn’t figure out why. I will need more time to communicate, but their tribe is called Cuatia and their language is Asataka. I think…” he emphasized.
	“Okay.” I nodded and looked around the fire pit. The troopers were playing with curious kids, feasting on the food, and flirting with the local girls. I sincerely doubted that any worthwhile words were exchanged, but the girls were giggling as the mercenaries flexed their biceps. Some things are universal. I turned back to Brutii and asked him, “Would you like to stay here and learn as much as you can?”
	His eyes lit up at the suggestion. “Absolutely! However, I must request that you bring me more paper. I hadn’t expected such an abundant discovery so soon.”

	As the weeks passed, the language barrier gradually crumbled, and I soon found myself making small, casual remarks. “I’m thirsty.” “We’re leaving.” “Good weather.” Little things like that, and not something particularly impressive. Brutii, unsurprisingly, had completely absorbed himself in the culture. He spoke only in their tongue, and since they didn’t have a written language, he had decided to introduce them to the Liman alphabet.
	The men had taken to sleeping with as many of the local girls as they could. It became a game for them. The women, conversely, had made a game out of trying to impress me, since I seemed to be the only person, besides Rico, that showed zero romantic interest. We would sit and watch borderline erotic dances during the campfire nights. Unfortunately, it failed to arouse me. I told myself that their otherness was just too off-putting. The truth was that I was still silently mourning the loss of Merselina. The horror stories I had heard from crew members about foreign STDs also deterred me. Regardless, I still enjoyed watching the exotic displays with Rico.
	I asked him, “Have you seen anyone you’re interested in?”
	After a moment of thought, he responded with, “Do I have permission to speak freely, Captain?”
	His sudden seriousness took me off guard. At this point, three years into our friendship, the formalities had started to fade. Still, I was in charge, and I assumed the role appropriately. “You may always speak freely, Commander.”
	He then turned to me and whispered, “I have no interest in women.”
	At first, I assumed he meant the women of this tribe were too strange for him, as they were for me, but then it registered. “Ahhhhh….” I exclaimed. Then, so that the men couldn’t hear me, I whispered back, “Not interested in women? Not at all?”
“No, sir.” He placed his finger to his lips in a ‘hush’ gesture.
Socially speaking, it carried a heavy stigma in Lima, and I hadn’t ever met someone who openly admitted it to me. What followed was a bit of silence as I processed the information, but I quickly realized that I also had a past riddled with adversity, and I would never judge a friend based on something so trivial. After a long pause, I turned to him and asked, “Do you think that’s accepted here?”
	“Probably not,” Rico said solemnly.
	“Well, just know you always have my support, Commander.”
	Rico turned to me and said, “Thank you, Captain. I had confidence in that.”
Although the elaborate mating displays were interesting, I found more joy in instructing the locals on how to use muskets. Apparently, they were subservient to a tribe called the Krea, and that was why Tickolo was left alone in this village. He was allowed to remain as the last resident, while all others had been enslaved. Brutii explained that the Krea were a coalition of loose tribes under command of a high priest. Cu Elmana’s daughter had been forced to marry into their tribe, and that she was used as a political hostage. If they stopped sending tribute, she would be sacrificed.
Hoping to make a sale, I tried convincing Cu Elmana to purchase a shipment of muskets, to which he said, “The Krea are too vast. Your weapons will only bring an era of unimaginable violence.”
He refused to even touch a musket, since he was afraid it would seem an act of aggression against the Krea, who he was adamant were watching his every move. After a few days of failed sales attempts, I realized I was approaching the matter incorrectly. Cu Elmana had no interest, but the Krea would purchase the muskets in a heartbeat.
That night, I pulled Brutii and Rico into the privacy of a yurt and pitched them the idea. “Are you completely mad?” Brutii shouted in response.  “What do you mean ‘trade with the Krea!?’” 
“Quiet!” I snapped. “Be a little discrete, will you?”
Brutii lowered his voice to a whisper. “Captain, the Krea participate in human sacrifice, I don’t wish to witness my own beating heart in my final moment.”
“Professor, I understand you are enjoying yourself, but we are not making any progress. We’ve just been sit-” before I could finish, Brutii interrupted, “No progress??! I have made more discoveries during this trip than I ever had dreamed! I-” Before Brutii could finish, I interrupted him back, “We’re not making any money! I didn’t come here to pile papers up! I have a ship to pay off and a son to raise! Your fucking notes won’t save me from bankruptcy!”
I must have had some visceral tone, because Brutii’s skin had gone white as he leaned away from me. We continued staring at each other until Rico broke the silence. “Do you have a plan, Bishop?”
I huffed once through my nose before breaking my gaze and turning to him. “If what I’ve been told about them is true, then they are watching us right now. I say we travel north to Krea territory and set up camp. They will probably make contact with us.”
“Oh dear…” Brutii put his hands on his head and took a few steps back. “You can’t be serious. You’re telling me that we are going to wander into their lands, then wait for them to ambush us? We’re literally giving them the element of surprise!!!” Brutii began hyper ventilating and pacing, but Rico grabbed him by his shoulders and spun him to attention.
“Professor, if you’d rather stay on Titan, then that’s fine. No one is forcing you to join us.”
Brutii breathed a sigh of relief. “Yes, thank you. I would like that. Although, I’d rather stay in this village. I’ve grown to adore my students, and there is still much to teach!”
“We don’t know if we’re coming back. If we can trade all the muskets away, then there’s no point in returning.”
“Then Titan it is!” Brutii exclaimed with a finger in the air. “But please, be careful! Without a proper leader, I fear that we will struggle to navigate our way back to Lima.”
“We’re not planning on dying,” Rico assured Brutii in the confident tone of a seasoned traveler. “But if we do, just follow the Rim of the Continental Plateau until you reach Caribbean Sands, then head west. You made the maps yourself. You know what to do.”
“Then it’s settled!” I slapped my hands together. “We leave the village at eight tomorrow morning.”


Chapter 14 – The Krea
The men reluctantly waved farewell to the locals before piling into the trucks. Brutii nearly cried when the children ran up and shouted in Liman, “Bye bye Mr. Brutii!” A massive group hug commenced as he fell to his knees and embraced them. “Keep practicing!” He shouted with his eyes to the heavens.
	I rolled my eyes and stepped into the passenger’s seat. There wasn’t a single instance I could think of in which the natives could use division and multiplication, although Brutii was determined to teach it. If anything, he made their lives more difficult by introducing them to math.
	When we made it back to Titan, Brutii’s eyes were red from the tears. My first instinct was to tell him to “Pull yourself together,” but I quickly realized that I had a son at home, and then I felt sympathy for him. I patted him on the back and said, “You were very good to them. They won’t forget you.”
	In the Arch, Rico disengaged Titan’s brake and began our journey. It was only thirty kilometers north, so Titan remained close to the rim and docked in about an hour. “Captain. Are you sure about this?” Rico asked as he pulled Titan up to the red cracked Earth.
	“No,” I responded.
	“Fair enough,” Rico nodded after a moment of silence.
	As I grabbed my equipment, I became painfully aware of the fact that I hardly knew how to use a musket. Yet, I was about to waltz right towards a hostile tribe and parade it around as an item for sale. I was in way over my head, but fortune favors the bold.
	The long drive across the red flats was more than enough time to think about all that could go wrong. My fantasies went wild as I wondered what the Krea looked like. With human sacrifice, mass slavery, and genocide, it wasn’t a pretty picture, but I pushed those thoughts away and clutched my musket close to me.
	We eventually set up camp right on the boarder of where the red Earth met the fields of three-meter-tall grass. Had we entered the tall grass, we would have been ripe for ambush, but as long as we remained on the outskirts, we could have sights on our surroundings. A strange sensation I’ve never had before settled on me; it felt as though a hundred eyes had befallen us from distant shadows. Although, that could have just been a bit of healthy paranoia.
	The trucks were put in a box formation with a campfire in the middle. Troopers were posted on the hoods as lookouts at all times, but as night drew near, their field of view decreased. There was no moon, and everything outside our sanctuary became pitch black. Usually, the mercenaries sang songs and laughed, but now they stared uneasily into the night and strained their ears to hear anything beyond the deafening crickets. One of them turned to me and asked, “Is it true? Do they cut out the beating hearts of men?”
	“I know as much as you, soldier,” I responded, and that was the extent of my conversations that evening.

	Apparently, I fell asleep at some point because the next thing I remembered was waking up to a sentry shouting, “I see someone approaching!” Everyone slipped out of their sleeping bags, most of the men had slept with their armor and helmet on. One of them hopped around as he shimmied his foot into his boot, and another soldier shouted in a Panamanian dialect, “Where the devil are my pants?!” To my delight, half the troops were combat ready in an instant. The other half rolled around in panic.
I climbed onto the hood where I saw movement in the tall grass. We held our breath as someone, or something, split its way through the field. My imagination ran wild with the worst, but I was stupefied when a child emerged. The girl’s face was covered in white powder, and she had thick, black hair. Her white robes hung loosely and dragged against the ground where it collected red dust.
“It’s just a kid.” The lookout said as he assumed a non-combative pose. Most of the men continued aiming their muskets past the child and into the tall grass.
“Are you from the Krea?” I asked the girl in Asataka, although I wasn’t sure if the Cuatia and the Krea shared the language.
“Ada Machika has been watching,” she responded in Asataka, albeit with a different accent. “He wants to meet you.”
	“And I want to meet him,” I responded.
	“Then follow.” The girl turned around and reentered the golden fields.
	I decided not to follow her on foot, and instead told the men to pile into the trucks. It was a scramble to pack as quickly as possible, but we managed to start the engines and ride into the field in under two minutes.
“I can’t see her, sir,” my driver said as he sat up in his seat to try to look over the tall grass.
	“I have an idea. Keep her steady.” While the truck was still moving, I climbed out of the window and onto the hood so I could see the fields splitting ahead of us. “Stupid kid,” I whispered to myself while pointing in her direction. The driver promptly adjusted his course.
	We quickly caught up to the girl and reduced speed. I asked her if she wanted to ride on the hood, but she didn’t respond. To be fair, I probably wasn’t speaking Asataka properly. 
	We continued creeping behind the kid until a settlement became visible in the distance. My only reference for the local’s culture was Tickolo’s village. This settlement, however, was many times larger. From afar, I could tell that the buildings were made of black stone, and in the middle of the town was a pyramid. I had woefully underestimated the complexity of the native’s technology, and had no idea what to expect other than the obvious; with only eighty troops, we would be outnumbered a hundred to one.
	Eventually, we made it out of the tall grass and into some kind of farm land surrounding the settlement. With no clear road, the driver just rolled over the crops. This may not have been the best way to start relations with the locals, but I was reluctant to get out and leave my supplies so far from wherever we were heading. I’d rather have them hate us while maintaining the ability to escape.
	The locals plowing the fields stared up at me in wonder as I rode atop the hood. Their clothing was not nearly as luxurious as the girl’s, who’s shining white cloth was only dirtied at the bottom as it dragged through the dirt. The farmers wore simple skirts and no top. They were also severely malnourished. I noticed cuffs and ropes around their ankles, and it dawned on me that I may have been staring at the people taken from Tikolo’s village. They had the same braided hair, light-brown complexion, and face tattoos as the Cuatia tribe.
	I climbed off the hood and into the passenger seat. “This town is massive, sir,” said the driver. “I had never expected anything like this.” 
	“Keep your head straight and don’t get distracted,” I told him before banging against the back compartment and shouting at the men in the cargo hold, “Prepare for possible confrontation!”
	“Way ahead of you, Captain!”
	When we crossed the farmlands, we halted at the edge of their town. The girl stopped and turned to wait for us, as other locals had gathered to watch our approach. Similar to the girl, they wore long robes that covered their entire bodies, all except their white painted faces. Red and black stud piercings dotted their features, and other grotesque decorations such as heads of dear made an appearance in their fashion. I noticed a fairly old gentlemen who had a necklace with a human jaw as ornament. A young woman had a mixture of teeth from various animals, including homo-sapiens, rattling from her sleeves.
My driver and I examined them silently for a moment, as they did to us. The humming engine felt safe and familiar, and I had to fight the fear with all my might to I unlocked the door and step out. “What are you doing!?” my driver whispered.
“They have no roads. We go on foot from here.”
My boots sank into mud as I hopped down, and the troopers quickly assembled behind me in a tight, unorganized mob. Rico and I stood at the front, and when all the men had assembled, I nodded towards the girl. “We are ready to meet Ada Machika.”
She turned and began walking down the narrow, black cobblestone street. Rico breathed deeply before taking the first step. I followed close behind him with the rest of the men. As we slithered down the walkways, the whole population seemed to gather on the rooftops to peer down at us. All architecture was filled with carved, geometric patterns of snakes and spiders. Everything was made out of polished black stone. One unsettling observation I made was that, despite their primitive technology and brutal reputation, their city was cleaner than Lima. Even the air was thick with a sweet citrus scent, rather than the acidic smell that fumed from the factories and covered Lima’s lower districts in a burning smog.
A large, thin bridge suspended over a shining, blue river, and on the other side I could see the central pyramid. It stood on an island in the middle of a reservoir. As we crossed this bridge, I peered down into the crystal ripples below. Such a vast amount of water, I had never seen in all my life. In this knee deep lake stood hundreds of white, robbed figures. Similarly to the Krea citizens, these robbed figures in the reservoir stared at us in complete, statue-like silence.
“If I had been a fool, you could have convinced me that we were marching through the land of the dead,” Rico said quietly.
“Don’t say that too loud around the mercenaries…” I whispered back. “I don’t need more superstitions plaguing moral.”
When we crossed the bridge, we found ourselves in some sort of temple complex. In the middle of this plaza, there was a pit. Although I wasn’t close enough to peer into it’s depths, I imagined it was filled with corpses.
“Stop,” the girl told us. “He will speak.” She pointed to the top of the pyramid, where a group of men in white robes stared down at us. We examined them as they examined us, and after a long pause, one of them shouted, “Who are you?” His voice carried into the courtyard in which we stood and echoed through the silence. 
Rico and I looked at each other, as though we had to brainstorm an answer to this simple question. I was so afraid to make a misstep that I had almost forgotten how to speak, especially since I didn’t have proper command of their language. Rico, who had taken more of an effort to learn, responded on behalf of our group. “We are travelers!”
	“From where?”
	“From Lima! We’ve come to trade!”
	“Trade what?”
	“Weapons!” Rico shouted while holding up his musket. He then turned to me and said, “I hope these negotiations quickly become more personal, otherwise I’ll have a sore throat by the end of it.”
	“A sore throat is better than a cut throat,” I reminded him. He nodded and we both looked back up towards the pyramid. The Krea leaders had begun discussing. Eventually, one of them began descending the steps. “Looks like you got your wish, Rico.”
	When the man reached the bottom of the steps, he removed his robes to reveal a body covered in paint. White, red, and black patterns crisscrossed his chiseled physique from head to toe. He carried some kind of paddle with sharp, round stones running up the edges. These natives, with no knowledge of metal working, had managed to make a weapon more menacing than anything I had ever seen. It seemed he had some sort of horns protruding from his shaven scalp, possibly caused by ritualistic scarification or stud piercings. His grotesque appearance was as alien as I could have imagined anyone to be without straying from the human form. Around his neck he wore a necklace of sharpened bones, likely human. However, as he drew near, I noticed he was fairly short, and his bravado suddenly became comical when mixed with his colorful body decorations. He reminded me of a tropical bird acting macho to impress possible mates.
	“You will demonstrate,” the short Krea warrior told Rico. “We will fight.”
	Rico glanced at me with a raised brow, to which I could only shrug in response. “If that’s what he wants…”
	Rico looked back towards the Krea warrior and asked, “What are the rules of this duel?”
	“No rules. Till the death,” he said slowly.
	Rico let out a small huff of a laugh. “Are you sure about that?”
	Without responding, the Krea warrior turned his back and sauntered over to a red tile in the plaza. We looked towards the opposite end of the plaza and saw another red tile. Rico gave his musket one last check before stating, “This will be quick.” He cocked his musket hammer and made his way to the red tile.
	When in position, a gong rung through the courtyard, and the Krea warrior immediately began a charge. The mercenaries and I watched as Rico casually sniped his target from across the plaza. If the shot didn’t kill the Krea warrior, it was him stumbling and falling on his neck. 
	Rico blew the smoke from the musket, then shouted towards the men atop the pyramid, “So…are you interested?”
	They graced us with yet another silence as they stared down at their dead ally. It wasn’t a particularly gruesome scene, but I was still a bit squeamish and couldn’t help but look away. Rico, on the other hand, seemed perfectly content with himself as he reloaded his musket. “Congratulations,” I told him. “How does it feel?”
	“You know, when I was a kid, I would get stomach aches from the stench of death. Now, I just get a little excited.”
	“You speak as though you’ve killed many men.”
	“More than average, that’s true. But mostly, I’ve hunted big game. It all feels the same after a while. Death is natural, and all that is natural is not to be feared.” Rico took a deep breath as our eyes locked. We hadn’t spoken much about the subject of manslaughter, but I could tell his calm waters ran deep on the topic. “Light’s on. Light’s out. Not a big deal,” he stated before cracking his knuckles.
	One of the men atop the pyramid then shouted, “How many of these weapons do you have?”
	Before answering, Rico looked towards me and asked, “Should we start with the two hundred we have in the trucks?”
	“Smart. I wouldn’t want to give them everything at once. Not until we see what they’re offering.”
	“What’s their word for ‘two-hundred’ again? Do they even have numbers that high?”
	“I don’t know.” I shrugged. “We should have brought Brutii’s notebook.”
	“I’m going to improvise,” Rico told me before shouting an answer to them in Asataka, “We have ten sets of twenty!”
	“Good improv,” I told him.
	“Thanks. I hope they understand.”
	After a moment, their response was, “What?!”
	Rico rolled his eyes and made a big gesture with his arms. “We have many!”
	“Climb the stairs. Speak with me!”
	“Finally,” Rico muttered.
We began walking towards the pyramid. As we passed the pit in the ground, we peered down to see piles of skeletons. That was no surprise to either of us, but what was a surprise was the fact that the marble white bones were decorated with immense treasure. Gold and silver nuggets, crystal shards, and gems filled the clean-picked ribcages. Our eyes went wide with greed as we stared at the riches of the damned. “Rico!” I whispered excitedly. “There’s enough to buy a whole palace! We can build a whole new city!”
	“When we make it back, we can retire!” He said as we smiled towards each other. Suddenly, there was a spring in our step as we happily climbed the tall pyramid, both blissfully ignoring the fact that the gold was intertwined with heaps of corpses.
	When we made it to the top, we were faced with four robed figures. One of them had a mask, while the other three were bare-faced. Two of them were men, who I presumed to be warriors like the man that Rico had just killed, while the other was a woman. She had the braided hair, skin tone, and tribal tattoos of the Cuatia. 
“Jao Ada Machika,” said the masked man in a slow, deliberate tone.
	Rico responded in Asataka, “I am Rico Neokruis, and this is Bishop Le Noire.”
	Ada Machika turned his head towards me and nodded. “You have been speaking to Cu Elmana. Have you sold these weapons to him?”
	“He didn’t want any. He said it would be an act of aggression,” Rico responded on my behalf.
	Ada Machika turned to the robed woman. “Your father is wise.” He then looked back at us and asked, “What do you want for these weapons?”
	“Gold,” I said. “A lot of gold! The weight of ten men in gold!”
	“We cannot do this.”
	“What about the gold in the pit?” I pointed down into the plaza, and saw that the Krea warrior’s body had been removed. A blood trail glistened off the black stone and led to the pit.
	“This is not ours to take. It belongs to the sacrificed.”
	“Ok, well… How much can you give?”
	“I do not know. We will send out tribute collectors and give you an offer.”
	“Can you give me an…” I turned to Rico and asked in Liman, “What’s their word for ‘Estimate?’”
	Rico shrugged and paraphrased my question. “Can you give us some kind of idea of how much you can offer? We need at least the weight of one man in gold.”
	“How many weapons did you say you have?” Ada Machika asked.
	“Ten sets of twenty.”
	“What is that? Ten sets of twenty? I do not understand.”
	Rico and I looked at each other. Suddenly, Brutii’s efforts to teach the locals multiplication had a useful application. It was just unfortunate that Brutii taught it to the wrong tribe. “We have enough for a small army,” Rico explained.
	“A small army?” Ada Machika repeated curiously.
	“Yes, with these weapons, you can rule the entire region.”
	The two Krea warriors glanced at each other, and Ada Machika stared at us silently. Cu Elmana’s daughter glared at me with distaste, but I just ignored her judging expression.
“We will gather you this gold. It will take four days. Until then, you are honored guests and will be treated as such.”
	“We won’t have to watch any human sacrifices, will we?”
	“No. This is only on full moon. You will be bathed. You will be massaged. You will be worshiped as gods.”
	Rico and I shared a glance, both quickly calculating the full moon to be fifteen days away, before turning back and exclaiming, “We accept!”

	At first glance, the Krea seemed barbaric, but we soon came to discover that there was tremendous depth to their culture, if one could see past the human bone ornaments.
	In fact, the Krea were so overwhelmingly developed in culture that I almost considered Limans backwards in comparison. The Krea social ladder was less stringent and oppressive, they used soaps and perfumes, and, despite a holistic medical arsenal, my back pain felt some relief after trying one of their painkillers. They made me lick a tiny, colorful frog, and suddenly I was light as air. It was at this moment that I truly developed an appreciation for them and began to engross myself in their culture. From that point on, I kept one of the painkilling frogs in a small clay pot that hung from my belt. It was filled with water and would occasionally let out a croak when swished around.
The reservoir that divided the temple grounds from the commoners was fed by a river known by the locals as the “Cuebaña” which originated in the nearby mountains. The Krea had painstakingly manipulated the course of the river via damns to capture water in the artificial lake. It was illegal to throw trash in the reservoir, wash in the reservoir, or do anything out of the ordinary to it. The Cuebaña was nothing short of sacred, and the only people allowed by its banks were appointed “river priests” who would gather water for the people when they needed to drink, hydrate crops, or wash themselves. It was a full time job, and I counted no less than fifty of them in the waters below. The entire city was therefor named Pada dey Cuebaña, meaning, village of the Cuebaña. Although this was hardly a village.
Besides the river priests, masonry work was also highly respected. Men would cut perfect slabs and piece them together so tightly that they didn’t need a bonding agent to secure a wall. While some buildings in Lima were crumbling after only forty years, those of the Krea had existed for ten generations, at least that’s what they told me. The masons explained that they could have used a bonding agent, but that it would expand and compress at different rates than the bricks in hot and cold weather. I had been working with machinery all my life, and only in my early twenties did I discover that temperature affected the spatial volume of materials, so I was immediately baffled that they were aware of this fact. How could they have come so far and not use any kind of metal? 
Unlike Lima, which thrived on the malleability of iron and steel, the Krea only used gold and silver as ornaments. I learned that they would do a sacrificial ceremony at each full moon, during which they would throw gold, among other valuables, into the pit in the plaza. Apparently, it was only a handful of nuggets at a time, so by the looks of just how much was in the pit, I estimated that the ritual had been going on for hundreds of years. These little nuggets could be found in the Cuebaña after “high tide” when the river had risen and lowered, leaving minerals shuffled along the clay bed. I spent almost the entire first day on the bridge, peering down as the river priests panned for gold with wooden bowls.
Although the Krea were interesting, I realized my fellow mercenaries were not as enthused about the company. It may have been the ghostly face paint, or perhaps the many piercings, but I was personally put-off by the bones hanging from their robes. Rico, at one point, turned to me and said, “I know very little about anatomy, but I believe that gentlemen over there has a pair of fibulae hanging from the back of his cloth.”
	To which I replied, “Rico, I don’t know what a fibulae is, and I would appreciate it if you didn’t tell me.”
	That evening, on our first night, we sent a group of men to retrieve Brutii, and while I was demonstrating the muskets to the local warriors the next morning, I received only an envelope in return. It read:
23rd of Baarish, 771.
From: Professor Telrog, Titan, Eastern Ascension.
To: Captain Le Noire, Pada De Cuebana, Krea Territory.
Dear Captain Le Noire,
No.
		-Professor Telrog 
	I crumpled up the paper and tossed it over my shoulder before turning my attention back to the locals, who I had refused to let even touch a musket until I received my payment. They watched in awe as the Panamanian troopers shred tanned hides from a distance. Their wonder and enthusiasm reminded me of a bunch of kids sitting around a campfire in the snow, listening carefully to the stories told by an old slave.
	The evening of the second night, I was massaged and bathed by a harem. I had always considered Panama my favorite place to visit, but my opinion was gradually starting to shift, and although it was offered to me, I decided not to take part in any romantic endeavors. Again, I simply couldn’t find myself to stomach the appearance of so many piercings across their face of the bones piercing their nipples. So, when the locals began getting handsy, I quickly made an escape back to my quarters.
My room was situated in the temple complex, and was built of black shining stone like all the other structures. The living area opened right out to a massive balcony overlooking the nearby mountains. Bothersome insects seemed to be non-existent, and on the morning of the third day, they told me that they had two methods of warding off pests. The first method was that they cultivated a plant that smelled of citrus. This plant warded off insects like mosquitoes and roaches.
The second was a bit less orthodox, as they bred spiders as livestock to capture bugs. When they told me this, I nodded thoughtfully, but failed to tell them that I had probably cleared out a hundred webs during my short stay. In the same conversation, I learned that they had some kind of simple sewer system filled with snakes to control the rat population. As I stood in the fields on the evening of the third night, I couldn’t help but keep my eyes glued to the ground in fear of serpents.
	After having learned about the roaming spider and snake population, I decided to spend most of the fourth day in my room. Rico and I shared in the local narcotics and cuisine, a ritual that we had been doing since our first landing in Panama. At first, he was apprehensive about licking a frog with me, but I eventually persuaded him after reminding him the many times I followed his guidance with foreign drugs. 
	We discovered that licking the frog more than the recommended dosage created a euphoric high with colorful, wavy hallucinations. We laughed hysterically about the smallest thing. He could point wall carving and mimic the expression of the exotic gods, and we would burst into comedic tears. Only when coming down from the climax did we realize that we hadn’t eaten anything.
	An entire buffet had been brought to us, but it was nothing special. The taste was, “meh” at best, but we enjoyed it while fantasizing about the amount of gold we were to receive the next morning, and what we would do with it. As I lounged on my fur bed, I told him with a slur, “When I pay off Titan, I’m going to build a massive palace in Lima’s center ring, and I’m going to pay for the best tutors and have my son raised to be better than the oligarchy! I don’t want him facing a shred of the adversity!”
	“A palace in the center ring?” Rico mirrored skeptically.
	“That’s right!” I exclaimed while pointing to the ceiling. “With a tower tall enough that I can spit over the edge and hit a senator hiding in Acriplia!” We both began laughing again at the unrealistic demands of a man that had licked one too many frogs that evening.
	“Captain,” Rico then said, “If you don’t mind me asking, what adversity have you faced in your life?”
	I looked at Rico, thought briefly about telling him about my true past, but then swallowed my tongue at the very last moment. “That’s a story for another day,” I said with sudden seriousness.
	“Of course, please accept my apologies. It was not meant as an insult. I simply asked because I’m curious about your origins. You’ve never shared much.”
	“You’ve been a good friend to me, Rico, and I will tell you one day soon, but when I’m sober.”
	“Of course, sir.”
	By the time the crescent moon hung over the mountains, the hallucinations had completely vanished. I waved Rico good night as he left my room, then turned to fall onto my fur bed. My eyes were closed for only a second when I felt someone shake me. “Rico,” I groaned. “What is it?”
	I had been hallucinating for the majority of the day, so when I heard a woman’s voice, I wasn’t all too surprised. I simply thought it was Rico speaking to me with a feminine tone as a joke. “What do you hope to achieve here?” he/she said.
	I frowned as I opened my eyes to see Ada Machika’s slave wife, Cu Elaman’s daughter. “What the hell?” I mumbled as I pushed her back and sat upright. “What are you doing here?”
	“I asked you that first. What are you doing in this land, trading weapons with evil men?”
	“Pfff,” I huffed and turned my back to her. “I don’t need to explain anything to you.”
	I felt a cold piece of metal against my neck and saw she had placed my own knife against me. “You spoke to my father. You know the pain of my people, and yet you come to this land and give more power to those that abuse it. Give me one reason I shouldn’t cut your throat right now.”
	My mind raced to construct a response— something that would resonate with a backwards tribal. “Because it’s not full moon yet?…”
	“Are you joking?” She asked. “I’ll kill you any day of the month if it means saving my tribe. I’ve seen what those weapons do. The Krea will expand, and more will suffer because of them— because of you.”
	“Then your father should have bought some from me,” I said blandly in my broken Asataka. “I did offer it to him.”
	“My father is a pacifist, but I am a peacekeeper.” 
	She applied pressure to the knife, and it took all my strength to prevent my own disembowelment. We wrestled and rolled off the bed as I kept the blade at bay. I somehow managed to overpower and pin her to the ground. With my hand planted firmly on her neck, I tossed the knife to a safe distance and shouted, “Are you nuts!!? What do you think will happen to you when Ada Machika finds out you tried to kill me? What is wrong with you!!!?”
	“He would cut out my still beating heart and kick me down the steps, but I have already accepted that as my fate. I’ve seen children sacrificed and men tortured to death! I know what awaits me, but your death will prevent countless others!”
	Blood dripped from my neck onto her white robes and, for a moment, I feared that I was living my last few seconds, but when I felt at the wound, I realized it wasn’t deep enough to sever my airway. “You’re crazy— absolutely crazy.”
	I wasn’t quite sure what to do with her after that, so we just stared at each other. I wasn’t going to kill her, since I had no idea what kinds of repercussions that would have for the trade. Naturally, I didn’t want to let her go either since she had just tried to kill me, so we just hung in an awkward limbo. “Now what the hell do I do with you?” I asked her, to which she just snarled a word I had never heard before, “Kasamaan.”
	We must have stayed like that for five minutes until I finally let go. The moment I released her, I jumped to grab my musket. She froze as I aimed at her, but her expression bore no fear, only a white-hot, anger jetting from her eyes. Somehow, she had produced an obsidian dagger, which she now held tightly in a twitching grip. “Do it,” she whispered. “But know that my spirit will haunt you all your life.”
	“I’m not going to shoot you,” I assured her. “Just listen to me. I have an idea. You want your freedom? I can help. I’m selling only a small portion of my weapons to the Krea. I can give the rest to your people. If I gift my muskets to the Cuatia, we will conquer the Krea together. All I want is the gold in that pit. You get freedom. I get the gold.”
	She analyzed me for a moment. Her distrust and anger radiating as she scanned me up and down, but eventually she let out a single, soft huff of a laugh. “You want to take the very gifts the Krea have given to the gods?”
	“I don’t believe in their gods,” I stated blandly.
	“You don’t?” Confusion and curiosity flashed across her face before turning hostile again. Although she didn’t say anything, I could only imagine what was going through her head. She was priestess who had been raised among devout believers. Religion never intrigued me, but I had learned that the Krea and Cuatia had the same belief system, but just worshiped other deities. To meet a non-believer must have been like meeting an alien. “What do you believe?” she asked.
	“I believe in logic and fact. Something that would make no sense to you.”
	She shook her head, disapproving my lack of spiritual insight. “You are blind.”
	“And you follow an illusion that has brought your people to the sacrificial alter. You’re a slave as much in body as in mind.”
	Her eyes flashed like a viper ready to strike, but before she could do anything drastic, I added, “But I can free you!” I then lowered my musket. “We can end this war.”
	When my weapon was no longer pointed at her chest, she shuffled her weight back and forth, as if to test her mobility for an offensive. “Why should I trust you?”
	“You’re married to a man that cuts out the hearts of children. You don’t have a choice.”
	Her rage still seething, she scanned me for a weakness. All the while, I kept my musket aimed towards the floor. It was an uneasy standstill, but after a long moment, she sighed deeply and admitted, “You are right. I don’t have a choice.”
	“So, I guess we’re on the same side…” I concluded.
“Not until you deliver your promise. Do you really want to free my people?”
	“I don’t care about your people, but I will free them if they help me.”
	Her hostility simmered and she let out a small smile. “That is the only response I would have believed.” With her obsidian blade, she cut off one of her braids. “Show this to my father, he will know that it is time.”
	She tossed me her braid, which I caught and inspected for a moment. It was about thirty centimeters long, black with golden beads. “Has he been preparing for battle then?”
	“Secretly, yes. We have been waiting for an opportunity, and you have brought it to us. I only wished the opportunity came from a better man. Consider yourself lucky that I do not question the will of the universe, else the floor would have been wet with your blood.”
I wanted to tell her that she failed to kill me and the only reason she was alive at this point was because killing her would have diplomatic consequences, but instead I remained silent. After a moment of scrutinizing each other, she started for the door and repeated her foreign insult, “Clean that cut I gave you, Kasamaan.”
	Right before she reached the exit, I looked back and said, “I don’t know what the hell Kasamaan means, but my name is Bishop. If you want my help, you call me by my name.”
	She stopped, turned to me, and said, “I will when you deserve it.”
	“And what is your name?” I asked. I had been speaking in my broken Asataka, but now switched to Liman so she couldn’t understand my insult. Two could play at that game. “Is your name ‘Priest’s whore?’”
	She didn’t respond to my provocation, and instead stated, “You spent two months with my father. You should know my name, but you are too preoccupied with yourself.” She then left me alone in my room, where I stood for a full minute in silence. Only when a tiny colorful frog hopped across the floor, did I break from my trance. As I crawled back onto my bed, I opened my fist to stare into the severed braid.


Chapter 15 – A Call to Arms
	I awoke to Rico entering my room the next morning. “Are you ok? You look pale.” He said with an outstretched offering of tea.
“Yes. Thank you.” I sat up, accepted the beverage and rubbed my eyes. Although the Krea cuisine wasn’t exactly my taste, their tea was. It burned sweetly in the back of my throat and gave an energizing buzz. It was the only drink that could compete with coffee in my opinion, and we had decided to take some plants back to Lima for trade.
	“Today we learn if this was all for not. I just hope Ada Machika offers a fraction of the gold what he’s thrown down the hole,” Rico said as he breathed in the steam and wandered towards the balcony
	“Rico, I want the gold in that pit.” 
	“I can imagine.”
	“No Rico, I mean we’re going to get the gold in that pit.” 
He peered back at me over his shoulder with a lifted brow. I held the braid up for him to observe. “What is that?” he asked.
“If we show this to Cu Elmana, he will lead an assault on the Krea. We’re going to give him the muskets, then plunder everything of value in this place.”
Rico put down his mug and approached me. “What on Earth are you talking about? Where did you get that hair, and what happened to your neck?”
“I spoke with Cu Elmana’s daughter.”
“You spoke with Shoshana? She was here?”
I glared at him for a split second. “How do you know her name?”
“We lived with Cuatia for two months. I know you didn’t make the same attempt at learning the language or culture, but some information is simply impossible to avoid. With all due respect, Captain, you should know by now that the entire region considers her a powerful priestess, both the Krea and the Cuatia. They worship her.”
	“Yeah, well… the bitch tried to cut my throat.”
	“That’s what happened to your neck?!”
	“That’s exactly what happened, and she failed. So much for ‘powerful priestess.’ But I’m not really interested in her. She’s big ego in a small community. I’ve seen it a hundred times and it never impressed me. All I’m interested in is getting that gold and returning to my boy.”
	“Well then…” Rico leaned down to examine my wound. “You should get dressed because Ada Machika summoned us to the top of his temple. Do you have a scarf?”
	Half an hour later, we entered the empty plaza and saw Ada Machika staring down at us. Rico and I placed our luggage on the ground and moved towards the staircase, both briefly looking into the pit as we passed. “I want to stand on that mountain of gold and bones,” I whispered.
	“You will, Captain.”
	We swiftly made our way up where we were greeted by the masked priest. “Have you enjoyed my little Pada dey Cuebaña?”
	“We have. Thank you for everything.”
	“Our tribute has been collected. This gold was pulled from every corner of the empire.” Ada Machika turned to two of his servants, who nodded and entered the curtain door behind him. Rico and I both leaned to peak over Ada Machika’s shoulder, but we couldn’t see anything past the white drapes. When the same servants returned, they did so with a single jug, about half a meter tall, and they placed it before us. Rico and I peered into it to see shining yellow pebbles filling it to the top. This may not have been as much as we had fantasized, but it was the best deal we had ever gotten for two hundred muskets. I was a bit disappointed though. 
“We accept,” Rico said before I could respond. I was the captain, and I was supposed to make decisions such as this, but he gave me a look that telegraphed, “Trust me,” so I went along with it.
	“We will have the gold brought to your mounts.”
“You mean our trucks?”
“Yes. Your trucks,” Ada Machika repeated the Liman word as if he was testing his new vocabulary. A habit I had noticed myself doing many times while learning Asataka. He then nodded to his servants, who picked the jug back up and began hauling it down the steps. “Ada Katta will be waiting by your trucks. Fulfill the deal, and I will watch from here.”
	“Thank you,” I said with a bowed head. “We will return soon.”
	“You are always welcome.”
	Rico and I descended the steps behind the servants as we spoke in Liman. “Rico, this is half of what we asked for.”
	“Yes, but remember we never agreed on an exact number of muskets either. We can just give them one hundred instead of two hundred, which is still enough for a small army. We never lied.”
	“Ahhh, smart.”
	“I was also thinking we should tell them to soak the muskets during full moon, then plan our attack then to take them by surprise.”
	“Shhhh,” I hushed Rico. I knew the servants couldn’t understand us, but it still made me uncomfortable. We had learned to communicate in their language in under two months, after all. Who knew what they could pick up after four days? The servants, however, were focused on the steep staircase. “I like that idea, but lets wait until we have some privacy,” I told Rico.
	When we reached the trucks, I instructed the men to gather half of the crates. The local warriors gathered around and watched the boxes pile up. The war chief, Ada Katta, who I had personally instructed the previous days, began dispersing the weapons among his favorite soldiers. I hadn’t realized he was the war chief since he looked no different from the rest, and I had only just now learned his name. I took a moment to recall what Shoshana had said about me being too preoccupied with myself. Perhaps, she had a point.
Rico approached Ada Katta and spun some kind of nonsense about how the muskets had to be soaked under the full moon to activate a magic powder. The war chief nodded thoughtfully while testing the weight of the weapon. Rico then bowed and said, “We will return soon! And when we do, we will bring many, many more!” Ada Katta beamed gleefully at the promise of a vast influx of new toys, but when Rico and I locked eyes, we smiled in the knowledge that it was a twisted truth.
	We waved goodbye to the locals and loaded into the trucks. Rico sat in the back of my cargo hold and kept an eye on the gold. Panamanian mercenaries didn’t necessarily have a reputation for high honor, and I wouldn’t trust them for a second with my riches. When asked what the contents were, I replied, “I don’t pay you to ask questions.”
	The drive back took little over an hour, during which my driver and I sat in silence. I dreamt about the many subjects Hassan was to learn that I never had the time to study. I dreamt about gifting Salcido a new suit— the best he’d ever had. I dreamt about pouring expensive whiskey and sharing it with Jagger. And I dreamt about all the time I would have to spend with my son after paying off Titan. I would become a philanthropist, and help build a better Lima. In that moment of glee, I couldn’t help but reflect on all that had happened in my life. Truly, I had been blessed with good fortune, and I was going to give it back to the people that had lifted me.
	When we crossed the red cracked earth and made it to where Titan stood docked, I saw Brutii staring out of the Arch window. We waved at each other as I rolled into the hangar. Rico and I personally carried the jug to our quarters, but half way up the stairs we ran into a very excited Professor. “Captain Le Noire! It’s a relief to see you!”
	Without returning the same enthusiasm, I told him, “Carry this.” Then gestured to the jug before stretching my aching back muscles. My back had never been the same after the Catalinan broke it. The constant stretching and years of physical therapy was the only thing keeping me standing, but after having stayed with the Krea, I was beginning to formulate a method of transporting hundreds of the painkilling colorful frogs back to Lima.
	Brutii struggled to bear the weight of the jug as he asked, “What’s in here?”
	He was about to open the lid when I told him, “Don’t! I will show you when we enter the Arch. And whatever you do, do not drop it.”
	When we entered the Arch, I locked the door behind us. The jug was placed on the floor and Brutii, Rico and I surrounded it. Then, to Brutii’s surprise, Rico and I suddenly burst out into celebration. Rico ran to the cupboard to pull out a bottle of red wine as I howled like a wolf. Brutii stood bewildered as we jumped around him like a couple of chimpanzees. Rico laughed uncontrollably as he dispersed the wine unevenly across three glasses. I pushed one into Brutii’s grip and toasted with him, then did the same with Rico. “We did it! We took a shot in the dark and we hit the bullseye!”
	“What’s going on? I’m very confused,” Brutii said. “I’d like to know why we are celebrating.”
	“We’ll show you! Rico, give me a hand will you!” We grabbed an empty chest and carried it to the center of the room. Then we lifted the jug and began pouring its contents into the container. When the last nugget rolled from the jug, the three of us stood hypnotized by the puddle of gold. The precious metal filled only the bottom tenth percentile of the chest, but it was enough to make a grown man cry. “Oh, my heavens,” Brutii whispered softly. “That is a lot of gold.”
	“I know.” I put my arm around his shoulders. “But we’re going to get more. We’re going to fill this box to the very top.”
	“I beg your pardon?”
	I pulled out Shoshana’s braid and dangled it above the chest. “We’re going to arm the Cuatia and conquer the Krea.” 
	His face drained of color as he stared like a petrified animal into the lock of hair, uncertain of its exact meaning but knowing it was somehow very powerful.
	Rico drank his wine in one gulp and approached the control panel. “Permission to undock, sir.”
	“Permission granted!” 

	Rico, Brutii, and I made our way back to the village of Tickolo the next morning with a group of mercenaries. Like on the first day we arrived, Tickolo was the only resident. Brutii began speaking with him, during which Tickolo said it would take a day for Cu Elmana to arrive. “We need to speak with him now,” Brutii pleaded, and after some convincing, Tickolo agreed to guide us to the southernmost point of the Cuatia territory— Cu Elmana’s village, which was dubbed ‘Culanda.’
	We brought Tickolo back to Titan, where he was absolutely mesmerized by the sights and sounds. He had been living in a wooden hut his whole life, so anything more complicated than a light switch confused and intrigued him. The coffee machine in the Arch, that gurgled and spat a grainy, bitter brew, was enough to send him into an existential crisis. For a brief moment, I wondered if it was ethical to introduce men from such a simple life to the wonders of Liman ingenuity. He could never go back to his smoke pit. “Tickolo, it is time to guide us,” I told him.
	“We must go that way,” he said while pointing south.
	“Rico, you heard the old man.” I pointed out the Arch window. “South bound.”
	“Yes sir.” He deactivated Titan’s brakes and raised her from brace. When Titan began rising and screeching, Tickolo immediately freaked out. Brutii, Rico and I watched as he covered his ears and wailed like a baby. Rico then said, “Ah, yes. We probably should have warned him about the noise.”
	“Brutii! Bring him to the crowsnest!” I shouted. “That’s the most isolated from the noise!”
	“At once, Captain Le Noire!” Brutii said as he directed Tickolo towards the door.
	It would be some time later that Brutii ran down to relay the message that we had reached the tip of the Cuatian territory. Rico turned Titan and docked her. We exited the Arch and we made our way up to crowsnest. Tickolo was staring at distant smoke signals through the telescope. “Tell him that we’re leaving,” I told Brutii in Liman.
	“Yes, Captain!” Brutii said before relaying my order to the old man.
	“I stay here,” Tickolo responded in Asataka.
Before I had the chance to answer, Brutii translated for me, “He said that he wants to stay here.”
“Yes, I understood.”
Rico nudged my shoulder and said, “It may be useful to have Tickolo here. He can be our long-distance communication. Unless we plan on learning the smoke signals.”
	“Does this mean I’m going to start feeding him?”
	“Actually, you may need to start paying him if he proves himself useful.”
	“Great…” I grumbled before telling Brutii, “Rico and I are going to see Cu Elmana. You’re staying here with Tickolo. Make sure he doesn’t do anything disruptive.”
	“But wait! I want to see the Cuatia again too!”
	“Well, you don’t have a choice right now.”
	“Don’t you need a translator?” Brutii pleaded. Apparently, he didn’t want to babysit a kooky tribesman, but that was no concern of mine.
	“We have your notes.” I turned my back on him and slipped into the ladder well. Five minutes later, Rico and I left the hangar and began our journey towards the smoke signals. By the time we rolled into Culanda, my pocket watch read 12:00. It was very much like Tickolo’s village, except far larger. Yurts were placed in circles around many individual fire pits to create smaller cul-de-sac like infrastructures that together formed a sizable town. The natives curiously surrounded our truck as we parked. “Warm welcomes,” Rico mused.
	We stepped out and were immediately approached by Cu Elmana. “You have returned.”
	“Chief, may I have a private audience with you?” I gestured to the passenger seat.
	He scrutinized the vehicle, but nodded and climbed in. Rico stayed on the outside as I stepped into the driver’s seat and closed the door. Then, I covertly handed Cu Elmana the braid. I thought he would have been overjoyed, or at the very least surprised, but he just looked at me and said, “I feared for this day. I fear for the bloodshed.”
	“Bloodshed for the Krea, maybe. How many men do you have?” I asked bluntly.
	When he answered, I couldn’t understand the number. So, I handed him a notebook with Brutii’s translations, and Cu Elmana pointed towards 2000. I then asked him how many men the Krea had, to which he said, “I do not know, but somewhere here,” he circled multiple numbers ranging from 5000-8000, to which I could only smile.
	“Why are you happy?” he asked.
	I was happy because the Krea were weaker than I expected, but also because I was learning new words, which I slowly started articulating in Asataka. “We have two-thousand-four-hundred weapons remaining. The Krea are no match for us.”
	He let out a huff. “You underestimate them.”
	“No, you underestimate our weapons. Rico killed one of their temple guards within a second without breaking a sweat. They traded a jug of gold for just a hundred of these, and I’m giving you twenty times that amount.” I tapped the paper and showed him.
	Cu Elmana’s brow raised. Whatever I had just said, it was incoherent in his language. I cleared my throat and continued, “This is an opportunity to free your people from the Krea. You can end this war in eleven days.”
	“Eleven days?”
	“Yes. I told the Krea to soak their weapons on the full moon, which will damage them. It will be the best opportunity to strike, perhaps the only opportunity. They will never expect us.”
	“That is not enough time to prepare!”
	“Well, we don’t have much time. I’m scheduled to leave in a month, and the longer we wait, the more likely they are to realize you’re planning an attack.”
	“I will not attack the Krea on the full moon!” he stated loudly. “This is the day they are at their strongest!”
“You don’t have a choice!” I raised my voice to compete with his. He may have been the chief, but he had been under the thumb of a powerful enemy, and he was used to being humbled. This was the first time the Cuatian villagers had seen one of my occasional flares of rage, and I briefly glanced out the window to notice the hundreds of prying eyes. Rico raised one of his eyebrows and shook his head slightly, telegraphing his disapproval with my temper.
I lowered my volume and pointed towards the braid Cu Elmana had hidden in his lap. “The longer you wait, the more people die. The day after the full moon, they will test their weapons and find out that the water destroyed them. We must begin the attack late at night on the full moon. It’s now or never.”
	“We cannot prepare properly. Even if eleven days were enough, the Krea have eyes everywhere, even here on us now.”
	“I have a plan for that. I want all the able men to join me tonight, and we will train them far away so none of them can report to the Krea. Then, when we are ready, we land Titan south of the Krea territory. Ada Machika will suspect something, but they won’t know when or what, and even if they do, we have far more powerful weapons than them. We’re going to crush them like ants.”
	It took me a moment, but I realized that I had just let out a nonsensical mix between Liman and Asataka. Cu Elmana squinted quizzically at me, so I just summarized in simple Asataka. “I have a good plan. Your daughter trusts me, and you should too.”
	Cu Elmana stared into his daughters severed braid for a long moment, before squeezing his fist shut. “You are right. My daughter has chosen you for a reason. We do as you command, outlander. But please, do not waste lives.”
	“No life is wasted in the pursuit of freedom.”
	That day, roughly two-thousand men said farewell to their families and began a hike towards Titan. Rico slowly drove the truck at the head of the formation, keeping it at a steady pace as I stared out the back of the cargo hold. These men were taller than the Krea, but not by much. The most notable difference were the dark blue tribal tattoos that covered the Cuatia’s entire body, in contrast to the Krea’s white face paint and red piercings. What astounded me most was that these two peoples had the same religion, yet vastly different practices and customs. From what I had gathered, the two cultures had split only as recently as two-hundred years ago, when the Krea had started worshiping the goddess of death and dominance, suitably named Sol de Kreana— which literally translated to Midnight Sun or Midnight Queen.
	Although The Cuatians believed in Kreana, their cornerstone deity was Cuatalopa, who was the god of partying. There was no wonder in my mind why the Krea was the dominant culture. Despite this, I observed the Cuatian men and considered them reasonably fit for combat.
	When entering Titan’s hangar, the Cuatians reacted similarly to Tickolo, and I knew that whatever fears they had were momentarily replaced with wonder and the confidence that they had superior technology on their side. Even with the vast size of Titan’s hangar, there was hardly enough room to stand. Many of them were pushed against each other while a handful climbed onto the mountains of crates. Titan’s crewmembers watched the entire hangar fill up from catwalks as they smoked and shared drinks.
	Titan was packed to the brim, and it made me uncomfortable, so I entered the Arch as quickly as possible and began a journey south, far away from both the Krea and Cuatia. After five hours, we docked on a small, isolated mountain on the edge of the rim. No men could braze the Shifting Sands without protective gear, so there was no way the Krea could get messages from the spies among our ranks. It was on this isolated mountain that we would train an army.

	We split the many men into groups. With eighty Panamanian mercenaries, plus Rico and I, we would have to take on a unit of twenty-five to thirty natives each. Although I had never used my musket in true combat, I could at the very least teach them how to pull the trigger.
	There were more muskets in our arsenal than there were troopers, so I consulted Rico if we should bring the crewmembers into combat as well. They didn’t speak Asataka, since they hadn’t left the vessel and engrossed themselves in the culture, but they did have more command over firearms than the natives. Rico advised that we should have them at the very rear, and tell them to avoid all melee.
	I called for an inspection of the crew and told three-hundred of the four-hundred men that they were expected to engage in combat. To my surprise, they responded with a hearty, “Yes, sir!” Apparently, the Panamanian mercenaries had been sharing stories about their sexual conquests, and the crew had gained an interest in the local customs because of it.
	On the evening of the first night, I climbed up the Titan’s tower and opened the hatch to find the crowsnest filled with smoke. Brutii and Tickolo lay sprawled across the floor. Fearing the worst, I jumped out of the ladderwell in a panic and shouted, “Professor!”
	Brutii erected himself surprise. He let out a few hoarse coughs as the rolled cigarette in the corner of his mouth spewed sparks. “Captain?”
	“You idiot, you nearly gave me a heart attack.” I slapped the doobie from his smile and pulled him to his feet by the collar. “Pull yourself together, man. We are preparing for battle!”
	“Yes, I’m aware,” he said while pointing towards the window. “I can see everything from here.”
	“Tomorrow I need you sober and on deck by eight in the morning, do you understand me?”
	“Yes, Captain Le Noire,” he said while rubbing his red cheek. “However, I don’t understand why you struck me. I must protest.” 
	“You know I have a no smoking policy indoors. Especially with your changa.” I let Brutii’s collar go and looked towards Tickolo, who was lying serenely on the floor with his arms folded under his head. He smiled at me, but I couldn’t smile back. “You better make yourself useful, old man.”
	The next morning, I had Brutii give the Panamanian mercenaries a little bit of theory on how to teach effectively. Surprisingly, Brutii was able to hold the attention of the cut-throats as he lectured them on the basics of memory retention. Towards the end of the lesson, he had managed to have us laughing when he wanted us to laugh, and listen when he wanted us to listen. Truly, I hadn’t appreciated his ability to teach until now, and I could see he was a natural public-speaker and leader.
After a few lectures, we had ascertained that memory boiled down to three things:
One) Memory was best learned with similar cues that one will face in the moment of required recall. Therefore, we created dummies painted in black, white, and red to mimic the Krea, so that the men would have the muscle memory hardwired when real stress arose.
Two) In one’s mind, one must elaborate on the required information in order to retain it effectively. Therefore, during random moments, I would pick out a native trooper and have him recite what he had learned. At first, they would stutter out the components of the musket, but after a few hundred pushups, they could confidently answer any question.
Three) Always rehearse just before the required information was about to be forgotten.
	While the locals learned how to use their firearms, Rico and I concocted a plan. Since the size of our force was too vast to give swift orders on the battlefield, the entire plan had to be prepared in such a way that the mercenaries could operate their tribal units autonomously while still moving towards a unified goal. Brutii especially took an interest in our strategizing as he pulled manuals from the many books he had brought. He said our combat was “Something akin to the Conquistador Invasion,” whatever that meant.
	In the last three days, we went into simulated combat. Roughly two thousand men lined up across the uneven terrain, split up into eighty units. With the crew members behind them, a total of nearly two-and-a-half-thousand troops were listening to my every word. It was strange and exhilarating to watch them march on my order, take aim on my order, and fire on my order. The pop and crackle of the soursalt muskets filled the air with thick smoke, and it gave me confidence that victory was well within our grasp.
	Finally, on the evening of the tenth night, I told the men to enjoy themselves, for we were to embark the following morning. Food and laughter went about as the men shared in a late dinner, and I must say that their elevated mood was a sight for sore eyes. 
	Their whole lives, they had lived in fear of being enslaved and sacrificed, and now it was about to end— either through victory or death. I didn’t plan on dying, but it was good to know that they weren’t afraid to go that far. At that moment, I felt shame as I realized their fight for freedom was my ticket to a pile of gold. Regardless, I still stood amidst the recruits and mercenaries, and as I watched their war dance around a bonfire, I realized I was lucky to have them on my side.

Chapter 16 – A Mountain of Gold and Bones
The next morning, the high spirits had turned, and grim eyes set their sights on a distant, doubtful objective. I had never watched two-thousand men break apart a camp so fluidly— so silently. Not a whisper was made, and I first mistook this for angst, but soon found that their expressions radiated determination and grit.
	Before I had awoken, many of the men had placed their long braids in a ponytail, which I was told was a sign of impending confrontation. Their wicker shields and spears had been replaced by muskets, but they still carried their tribal weaponry on their back. Their first response to combat would be firing a musket, and only when that failed would they resort to their tried and true melee. 
	Everything was ahead of schedule as the hangar was already filled by nine o’clock. These natives were far more dependable than the average Liman dunesailor, and they’d be cheaper to hire too. I thought that I’d perhaps recruit some into my ranks, assuming we lived through this night.
	I entered the Arch and found Rico standing by the controls. He nodded in my direction, and I did the same, prompting him to begin undocking procedures. Brutii, having become familiar with our routine, covered his ears.
	“We should not travel too close to the Rim,” Rico said. “Or the Krea will see us.”
	“Do as you see fit, Commander.”
	“Understood, Captain.”
	For the past three months, we had traveled closely along the edge of the Plateau, but now we rolled backwards into the dunes, where we were swallowed by a ferocious sandstorm. Had I been a more poetic person, I would have thought this harsh weather was foreshadowing the coming conflict, but I was in no mood to seek omens in nature’s chaos.
	“Ten and half hours North at fifteen miles per hour until we reemerge,” Rico stated.
	During the journey, I felt as though I was in a trance. All three of us stared out the window into the vast swaths of salt pelting against the glass, shrouding our vision and creating golden swirls that seemed a moving painting. In moments such as these, we would simply set a course and pray our compass and instincts combined would not lead us astray. After the sunset, even the golden swirls became too dark to see. The window itself became no more than a sparkling void through which the crystals in the wind would occasionally cast the lights from the Arch back at us.
	“Preparing to climb the Ascension, Captain,” Rico stated, breaking the long silence as he pulled the left track lever back. With the world in darkness, the only indication that we were climbing the Ascension was the feeling in my stomach that the floor was tilting. 
	“Brutii, turn off all the lights throughout the vessel, including the crowsnest. We must be as stealthy as possible.”
	“Right away, Captain Le Noire!” Brutii equipped his goggle and ripped the door wide open, sending icy wind to the back of my neck as he brazed into the night. 
	“Rico, kill the Arch lights.”
	“On your orders, Captain.”
	The entire Arch fell into darkness as the bulbs dimmed to no more than red coils. In total darkness, my eyes failed to acclimate, and balance became difficult. To steady myself, I leaned on a dining chair. 
	When Titan elevated out of the sandstorm, we saw the indescribable oblivion of the black sands beneath us, and above us, a brilliant explosion of stars in the night sky. We had never turned all Titan’s search lights off, so it was a surreal experience— like we were caught between two voids. With that thought, I recalled what Brutii had told me about how the Shifting Sands had once been full of water. Perhaps this was what those ancient men felt while traversing across unknown, watery depths.
	When we hit the top of the Ascension, Rico turned to me and said, “I would not brace her unless we’re planning on announcing our presence to the entire region.”
	“Shut her down but hold her high. Gather all combatants on deck and I will lower the rope ladders.”
	The hangar bay doors were unable to open unless Titan had braced, but that would let out her tremendous roar. Instead, we rolled rope ladders down the hull. The men began streaming over the railing to land on the red earth. When all the mercenaries had gathered their respective units, we began our march. 
	Although we were two thousand men strong, we were silent the entire hike. I could tell that each man had light feet and heightened senses. The crickets and wind masked our ruckus until we made it to the edge of the tall grass, where I could see the Krea temple glowing in the distance. If we were to be ambushed, it would happen here, so I told the mercenaries to line up in width for the advance, rather than remain in a column formation. We were more visible now, but far less vulnerable to flanking maneuvers.
	I felt the adrenaline surge as we went deeper into the tall grass. I couldn’t see more than three men to either side, but I could hear the reeds snapping. No doubt this noise would alert the Krea, especially now, that we had made it within range of Pada dey Cuebaña. 
	It’s strange how quickly everything can change, because one moment the only noise was crickets and men trampling the reeds, and the next moment the air rang with musket fire. Following protocol, my men began charging as quickly as they could to make it to the other side of the tall grass. The fire fight didn’t sound too fierce, and honestly, it ended as quickly as it started, but the alarm had sounded, and the warriors had begun their frantic advance to reach terrain more suitable for ranged weapons. When we made it to the farmland, there was a scramble on all sides to form a firing line.
	In the dark, I couldn’t quite make out what the men were firing at, but I could hear distant screams and saw vague shadows fleeing into the obsidian buildings. From the town, the Krea whooped and howled like the local wildlife. Now that the element of surprise was lost, torches were lit by the men around me, and our battle lines illuminated. The buildings on the outskirts of town, in the middle of the uprooted farmlands, were made of wood, and I watched ten men try to light the damp lumber. Although that failed, the drapes and fruit baskets caught a blaze and filled the houses with thick smoke, sending its inhabitants to flee right into musket fire.
The Cuatia were killing civilians, which made my stomach turn, although I did realize there was a long standing rivalry between the two cultures. The Cuatians had their families kidnapped, tortured, and sacrificed for no good reason other than to please a false god. This violence was unavoidable, and some might argue that it was justice.
Before advancing past the farmlands, we broke open cages filled with slaves, many of whom were handed spears and shields. Through the chaotic dark, I watched as torchlight flickered across a horrid sight; dozens of Cuatia women had been strapped to poles, and their wombs ripped open. I nearly fainted, especially as I watched a malnourished child cry by the feet of his mother. Suddenly, my sympathy for Krea civilians had vanished, and I found a sick and twisted joy in their panicked screeches.
	As our formation dissolved, so did the discipline. It became a free for all as men ran in and out of buildings, chasing down entire families without mercy. The newly-freed slaves released a fury the likes of which I had never seen. Pada dey Cuebaña’s sweet, citrus scent was overpowered by fresh death, and only by concentrating on the battle, did I manage to hold my stomach in the pungent, rising steam.
I couldn’t imagine anyone finding comfort or excitement in such a setting, and yet, a Panamanian mercenary, who despite having lost complete control of his men, was smiling widely with a handful of loot. I slapped the trinkets from his arms and demanded him to gather as many men as he could. I called the attention of any soldier within arms-length. Multiple times, I grabbed the braided ponytail of a passing Cuatian to correct his behavior.
	Although there was no rhyme or reason to the madness, I was pleased to note that the bodies in the street were almost exclusively Krea. Once we made it to the bridge, I found that it was being protected with a zealous vigor. Krea warriors remained by the temple plaza, killing anyone who came close, while Cuatian men were fired muskets into the mob of enemies.
	After a few vollies of musket fire, the Krea realized their defensive stance was pointless and they began a charge. I watched as an idiot Cuatian warrior threw his musket like a spear, impaling an unlucky victim by the bayonet. To my horror, the Cuatian troopers closest to him followed his lead and began lobbing my expensive arsenal as if they were cheap wooden projectiles. They then equipped their melee weaponry and charged forward and clashed against the Krea. At one point, a tremendous explosion caused a geyser of mud to uproar by the banks of the Cuebaña, and I turned to see that a mercenary had begun throwing sticks of dynamite towards the river priests, who were frantically struggling through the thick clay. The moonlight flickered off their precious river, revealing a thick, dark water choked with bodies.
	During the melee, I had the opportunity to watch the Krea arsenal in action. Their flat paddle weapon with sharp, round stones didn’t look like a weapon capable of slicing a man’s head off, so I was shocked to see exactly that happen. Although the Krea were thinning out in numbers, they fought like wildfire and ate away at my men like a flame on parchment. When the last Krea had fallen, the Cuatian men began moving across the bridge in a disorganized, wrathful slurry. As I followed, I saw corpses of Krea men gripping the muskets I had sold them. Part of me felt guilty, yet another, darker part of me wanted to laugh.
	I quickly found myself in the temple grounds where the pit of gold awaited me. The stairs leading up to the pyramid were filled with uneven combat. The last of the temple guards, while maintaining the high ground, fought tenaciously against overwhelming odds. At the very top, I saw Shoshana on her knees with Ada Machika beside her. Ada Machika held a blade poised to strike. At that moment, I realized I hadn’t fired my musket once, and I thought about taking the shot. I wasn’t the most accurate, but she would die regardless if I remained idle. Just as I was about to pull the trigger, Rico emerged from the smoke, assumed a position beside me, took aim, and fired.
	Ada Machika collapsed backwards while Shoshana rolled to safety. I looked at Rico and nodded in approval, then handed him my musket. He promptly took another shot, killing another temple guard. We then approached the gold side by side and stared silently at our prize. As the battle waged around us, we remained hypnotized. Part of me wanted to start an immediate retrieval process, but that was just my greed.
	“We did it,” I whispered.
	“Congratulations, Captain. You are now the richest man I’ve ever met.” 
	We climbed the blood-soaked, sacred steps behind the Cuatian warriors as they finished off the remaining Krea, and when we reached the top, Shoshana locked eyes with me. There was no cordial gesture between us, she simply turned to her warriors and said, “Bring the priest to his feet.”
	Rico and I stepped aside as Ada Machika was forced to stand with his back to the staircase. His deep and heavy breaths sent gurgling bubbles out the bullet wound on his lower abdomen. Shoshana grabbed the dagger from the obsidian tiles and, before I had the chance to look away, she thrust it into his chest. “May the gods abandon you,” she whispered. 
	His response was one last, labored hex. “I am a god, and I will live through the child.”
	Like a surgical procedure, Shoshana then proceeded to swiftly, but not swiftly enough for my taste, cut a hole underneath his rib cage. She then thrust her hand up into his chest cavity, where, after multiple violent jerks, ripped Ada Machika’s heart out. Her efficiency alluded to the fact that she had done this many times. Ada Machika was then tossed down the steps to tumble to hell while Shoshana threw his heart as far as she could into the night.


Chapter 17 –  Hungover
I awoke with chapped lips, a mind splitting headache, and an upset stomach. The first conscious action I took was moaning in agony.
	“Finally waking up, are you now?” I heard Rico announce from across the Arch.
	“Rico, I need water.”
	“Right away, Captain.”
	My senses faded in and out, but when a jug of water was placed by my burning lips, I began to wake up. Within a minute, I must have gulped down a gallon. “Rico, I feel like a dead man.”
	“Well, you partied like the devil. I must say, I didn’t know you had it in you.”
	“Excuse me?” I rubbed my temples in an attempt to soothe the pounding headache, but try as I might, I simply couldn’t recall anything after the brutal execution of Ada Machika. Suddenly, with that thought at the forefront of my mind, I couldn’t hold my stomach any longer. A bucket lay beside my bed, indicating that even in my drunken foolishness I had planned for such a contingency. As I convulsed, Rico gave me a pat on the back and ruffled my hair, “I’ve never seen a man outdrink mercenaries the way you did. I was actually worried you would leave the land of the living, but you were wild, and there was no stopping you. You tried to follow the ritualistic war dance of the Cuatia, and when everyone started laughing, you said, “This is how we do it in Lima” and then you grabbed Shoshana and began to ballroom dance.”
	At that moment, I realized my back was aching like hell. I had probably injured it with my drunken antics. But no matter how broken my body felt, there was one thing that consumed my thoughts. “The gold, Rico. Where is the gold?”
	“Stored in the security hatch, sir.”
	“I want to see it. Grab me my cane.” 
I pointed towards a chest, and Rico quickly moved to dig through it until he reached the bottom. When he pulled out a cane, he studied it for a moment before asking me, “You mean this?”
“Yes, I need it.”
“I’ve never seen you with a cane before.”
“Yeah, well, I don’t like using it.”
He handed it to me and helped me to my feet. I felt like a weak, old man, but I was determined to see my prize. Rico rolled a rug up and unlocked the hatch hidden in the floor. Lifting it was a two-man job, but I simply couldn’t bring myself to do more than hobble forward.
“Don’t hurt yourself,” I told him as he lifted the incredibly heavy metal solo. It never ceased to amaze me how such a thin man could possess so much strength. Rico cracked his knuckles as we peered into the secret compartment. It was filled entirely with gold, silver and gems. “Oh, my many heavens, it’s beautiful.”
“Captain, I think you will have no trouble funding that palace of yours.”
“And Commander, I surely hope you will build your palace close to mine.”
We smiled towards each other as he closed the hatch again. I didn’t feel as overjoyed as I had expected, but that was probably because my brain had depleted of all chemicals during the party— the party that I failed to recollect. Besides feeling an underwhelming indifference, I wasn’t entirely certain what the next step was either. I had been so focused on getting enough gold to repay my debt for the past two years that I now wasn’t sure what to do with myself.
“… I’d say we should head back to Lima, wouldn’t you?” I said after a long pause.
“I agree, but many of the crew members are still in Culanda, so we should probably get them before departing.” 
	I looked out the window and saw that we were no longer at our invasion lading point, and we had in fact made a journey back south. “Rico, I don’t remember anything from after the attack. What time did I fall asleep?”
	“Sleep? Sir, we didn’t sleep the night of the invasion. We first brought the gold back to Titan, along with heaps of other loot, then we traveled back south to regroup with Cu Elmana. By that time, it was already nine in the morning, but they didn’t let us leave without throwing a massive festival. Eventually you passed out in the evening, though I’m not sure what time.”
	“Ok, so, what time is it now anyway?”
	“Three in the afternoon, two days after the invasion.”
	With that news, I suddenly felt the urge to vomit again. An entire day had simply been wiped from my memory, and it gave me a feeling of loss of control, which was uncomfortable to say the least. Although my memory had never been the best, bits and bobs would return to me after having been told stories of past experiences, but now I simply drew a blank. The worst part was that this day had apparently been one of the best parties of my life, if Rico wasn’t exaggerating. But I had never known Rico to exaggerate. “Did you say I danced with Shoshana?”
	“Yes, you grabbed her by the hand and just started leading her in a ballroom dance.”
	“You’re joking.”
	“No sir. Everybody watched as you spun and twirled her in front of the bonfire to the beat of the drums. I must say, it was very poetic, and very, very romantic.” Rico sent a wink in my direction and used his hands to portray a curvy physique. “Are you going to engage in a more... horizontal dance, Captain?”
	“Right. That’s exactly what I wanted from the woman who tried to cut my throat.”
	Rico laughed. “Well, you seemed to really hit it off. You were laughing together all night after your moment in the spotlight.”
	“I’ll take your word for it…” I said as I turned away from him. Although I had no aspirations of pursuing Shoshana, an excited, little voice in my head said, “I still got it,” while my outward tone was stern and deliberate. “Let’s gather the men. I’m ready to go home.”
	“Are you sure you wouldn’t like to stay here while I retrieve them? You seem to be in need of rest.”
	“I’ll be fine once were on the road.”
	After a long, intense stretching session, I cast away my cane and made my way to the hangar. Rico filled me in on more information, such as that the remaining Krea had fled, and Pada dey Cuebaña had been sacked. A total of fourteen hundred muskets had been recovered, but there was no saying where the rest had gone. I suddenly remembered watching the idiots use their muskets as glorified javelins, so there was no question in my mind why nearly half our arsenal had disappeared.
	Rico and I, along with two crewmembers, took the four trucks and set out to gather our men. Brutii had been absent from the Arch when I awoke, but I had a hunch I would find him lying stoned amidst the locals. And sure enough, when we arrived by the yurts, I found piles of people sleeping on hides and hay around a massive, dying fire. Many of the mercenaries had one or two of the local women in their arms, and even Brutii had found one very beautiful girl who was, somehow, shorter than him. Had I been more tense, or had the situation been more serious, I would have called the men to action immediately, but it was only four in the afternoon and many of the men were exhausted. Their rest was well deserved. 
	Rico peeled away and approached one of the sleeping men, who he tapped lightly with the tip of his boot to wake. The local, who I remember seeing in the chaos of war, smiled and stood at the sight of my commander. I could tell by the twinkle in their eyes that this was no ordinary friendship. That, and that they were standing very close to each other. I turned away from their conversation, as it made me uncomfortable, but told myself that he was a free man and a loyal friend, and that I would be the same to him, regardless of how he deviated from Liman customs.
	I walked away from this cul-de-sac in search of a yurt that might provide me with the pain killing frogs I desperately needed to soothe my lower back. Since Asataka had no written language, I simply scanned for someone that may have been a medic— possibly an old lady. After no more than three steps, I heard a voice call me and I turned to see Shoshana poking out of one of the yurts. She threw an invitation my way with the nod of her head, then disappeared back behind the drapes. I may not have remembered the supposed bonding we had gone through, but she obviously did. The moment I entered her hut, I felt a strange sense of deja-vu. She embraced me and kissed me on the cheek, which I wasn’t mentally prepared for. “What are you doing?” I asked as I pushed her off of me.
	Remaining unruffled by my reaction, she smiled and grabbed my hand. “I’m fulfilling a promise, as you did for me. Come.” Behind her was a large wooden pool built into the ground of the yurt, and as we approached, I noticed it was filled with the little frogs. “We gathered as many as we could for you to bring back.”
	It was like a dream come true. There were enough frogs to start a whole pharmaceutical empire back in Lima. “Can I have one now? Like, immediately, please.”
	She scooped her hand into the water and pulled out a bright blue specimen, which she then presented to me. I grabbed it and licked the backside, feeling the tingle on my tongue before it traveled down my spine and calmed each aching muscle. Salcido was going to have to market the frogs as miracle cures. We could probably scrape the active chemicals off the backs and create pills so Limans wouldn’t be so frightened. I couldn’t imagine a doctor handing me a frog and telling me to lick it. “Thank you,” I said as I tossed it back into the water.
	“After all you’ve done, it is the least I could do. You have freed my people, and given me a son.”
	I stared blankly at her for a brief moment. “I’m sorry, what did you just say?”
	“You have freed my people, and given me a son.”
	Again, I couldn’t find a word to muster, and simply stared at her in hopes of further explanation, but as we stood silently, the entire forgotten night suddenly returned to my memory in full force.

	After watching Shoshana cut out the heart of Ada Machika, I fainted on the spot. Moments later, the Cuatian warriors, Rico, and Shoshana were peering down at me as I lay atop the altar. Shoshana held a bushel of sticks in one hand and claimed she wanted to conduct an on-the-spot exorcism. When I insisted I was fine, they tried to convince me that I had been cursed by the spirit of Ada Machika, and only when I told them with a stern tone, “I’m not afraid of demons,” did they step back. Apparently, that attitude gave them the impression that I was some kind of powerful mystic or holy figure, while I just didn’t want them performing any weird rituals on me.
Everything beyond that moment was a haze, as I was still processing the horrendous image of Ada Machika’s heart pulled out from under his ribcage. Even as we plundered the entire city, and my vehicle was filled with loot, I remained shaken and distant. Rico, who was hardened and desensitized in the face of bloodshed, assumed a managerial role and coordinated our triumphant return to Titan. Only when all the post-conflict tasks had been dealt with, did I feel slightly relieved.
	We began our journey back to Titan, using our trucks to take those that had been injured and couldn’t walk. Then, from Titan, we set course down south to regroup with Cu Elmana. When arriving in Culanda, I couldn’t avoid the celebration if I tried. My men disappeared into the festivities the moment we arrived. Brutii, at one moment or another, introduced me to some kind of white powder and told me to try it. I was a bit skeptical at first, but as all the men and women around me began consuming it via their nasal cavity, I decided to join in.
It didn’t have the pain-killing effect that I had hoped it would have, but it did give me an uplifting, energetic feeling. The traumatic events of the day suddenly faded into the back of my mind as confidence instilled itself in me.
With my body seething with foreign drugs, and my networth having risen beyond that which I could have dreamed of, I felt like a king. I truly, for the first time in my life, felt unstoppable. All around me there were wild celebrations. The locals accredited me to their freedom and adorned me with flowers and golden beads. The warriors dressed in ritualistic armor and danced around the bonfire. The mercenaries brought their secret stash of booze from Titan, which they had somehow hidden from me all this time, and were sharing it with the locals, while the locals shared their narcotics in return. The slaves who had been emancipated from the Krea now hugged their families as happy tears rolled down their cheeks. A couple was seen running from the bushes naked after having been caught in the act. It was total mayhem, and it was beautiful.
	The mercenary who usually carried a dozen sticks of dynamite, but had used them all during the attack and had now filled his bandoleer with empty bottles, suddenly gained the confidence to approach me as though I were a common crewmember. He wreaked of liquor and stumbled as he slurred, “Cap’n! I heard the boys say Limans can’t hold a drink. Specially them rich ones who done grew up in the center ring!”
	I huffed and smiled, and would have left it at that, but multiple people stared at me in anticipation of my response. I could have told him that I didn’t grow up in the center ring, and that I was more than capable, but instead, I looked him dead in the eyes and accepted the challenge. “Who said that? Point to him!”
	The mercenary then twirled his finger in the air, building tension before theatrically bringing it down onto his own chest. “I said that! I say Limans can’t hold a drink!”
	“You’re one to talk! You’re barely standing!”
	“But I am holding my drink!” He swished around a half empty bottle before handing it to me. “We wanna see what you’re made of!”
	“You’re on.” I stood up, took a swig of the drink, and then handed it back to him. “I’ll be right back, and when I am, I’m going to teach you a thing or two.”
	I left the bonfire and approached the main yurt, the one belonging to Cu Elmana, and entered through the drapes. I found him and his daughter speaking quietly, deeply engrossed in their conversation. Whatever they were discussing, it sounded very serious. Had my Asataka been better, I might have been able to decipher their whispers. Realizing I may have interrupted something important, I turned and attempted to make a stealthy exit, but hit my head on a low hanging support beam. Their whispers stopped, and I turned to see them both staring at me. “Sorry, I’ll come back later,” I said.
	They glanced at each other, and I could tell by their expression that whatever they were discussing was far from over, but Cu Elmana told me, “Please, stay. What can we do for you?”
	“I need some of those little frogs. My back hurts and I want to enjoy myself for once.”
	“Of course. Shoshana, escort Bishop,” Cu Elmana said.
She nodded and stood up, then wiped her tears away as she leaned in to hug him. I stood awkwardly while watching them share their emotional moment together. When she peeled away from her father, I heard him say, “It is not too late.”
	Afterwards, we both exited the yurt, and I followed her through the camp festivities. Looking over at the bonfire, I found that the mercenaries had set up a table and filled it with booze. The only thing I could think while staring at their collection was, “How the hell did they hide that from me all this time? I really need to start doing more thorough inspections.”
	Shoshana and I entered one of the huts. In this hut, there was a pond dug into the ground with lilies floating on the surface. We stood beside it and stared into the calm waters before she leaned down and grabbed a frog from a lily. “Thank you for all you’ve done, Bishop,” she said quietly, her eyes still watery from the conversation she had with her father. She should have been ecstatic— overjoyed that she was now a free woman, but something was obviously very wrong. Part of me wanted to lick the frog, thank her, and exit the yurt, but I felt compelled to ask, “What’s wrong? Why are you so sad?”
	She sighed and shook her head, but I saw that she was building up the courage to express herself. In a bout of stoic fortitude, she cleared the emotions from her face and looked me dead in the eyes. Unfortunately, I didn’t understand the verb when she said, “Ada Machika vercrekt me.”
	By her expression, I knew it was meant to hit me like a brick, but I simply had no idea what she had just said. Instead of pretending, I just admitted, “I don’t know what that means.”
	“He forced himself on me. He forced me to mate with him.”
	I stood there dumbfounded for a moment. It was horrible, awful, news and I wasn’t sure what to do with it. To be fair, the only reason she probably admitted it to me was because they thought I was the messiah. Unfortunately, I was no god, and I definitely had no wisdom to share, nor did I consider myself capable of extending support to a victim of such a heinous crime. Without thinking about it, I quickly licked the frog that I had been holding, tossed it back into the water, and asked her. “Are you okay?”
	“No, he had done so before, but this time was different. I was with him for many months, and each full moon he would try, but he could never give me seed. Yesterday he did, and now I fear I carry his child.”
	I thought back to when I saw him standing behind her atop the pyramid, and how he was just one second away from executing her. He had been waiting until the very last moment— until it became clear there was no way out, and only then was he willing to kill her and his unborn child. The way Shoshana cut out his heart, and the rage behind it, suddenly felt very appropriate. “I’m so sorry.”
	“I want to cancel the birth by ritual, but if we fail the child will be a demon.”
	I fought the urge to say, “I don’t think it works like that.” This was her culture, and I was just an alien. Besides, she needed emotional support, not someone trying to convince her that her beliefs were wrong, so instead I said, “You know, you may not be pregnant. It took my wife three years, and we were really trying.”
	She nodded in response, but remained silent. I scratched the back of my head and cleared my throat. “Is that why Machika said he would follow you even in death?”
	“If this child is born, Ada Machika will forever be tied to him. I will protect him, but he will struggle his whole life.”
	Again, I fought the urge to correct her. After all, I didn’t know the first thing about psychology nor anatomy, so I just put my hand on her shoulder and said, “There is no doubt in my mind that if the two of you live in the soul of that baby, that you will come out on top.” I wasn’t sure if what I said made any sense— since many of the things she said made no sense to me— but I attempted to formulate my support based on how she spoke, and it seemed to work because she looked up at me with a small, resilient smile. 
	“You are right. Thank you, Bishop,” she said.
	I smiled back at her, proud of myself for helping someone through something difficult, and impressed by her strength of will. I couldn’t imagine being held hostage for months by a psychotic priest who sacrificed my friends and forced himself on me. Truly, her strength of will was undeniable.
	“Come on, the soldiers challenged me to a battle of endurance, and I could use your support. Will you join us?” I asked with a smile.
	“I will.” She gave me a quick hug before leaving the yurt. When I was left alone, I stood silently for a moment, staring into the pond and going over the conversation. It all made me sick to my stomach. Lima, with all its inequity, had one redeeming factor, and that was that women were equal to men. There may have been a vast difference in castes, but gender played no roll in social status.
	Eventually I sighed and knelt by the water, fished for a few frogs, licked them and left the tent high as a kite. The mercenaries drummed on the table as I approached and before I knew it, I was three bottles into the game. A crowd had gathered around us as I drank each and every one of them under the table. Soon, there was only me and one other trooper, who admitted in a slur, “Captain, I believe you are cheating somehow!”
	“Prove it,” I responded while watching his entire face change color and morph as the hallucinations became more vivid with every gulp. He took one more sip before collapsing off his stool, and everyone around me rejoiced as though I had accomplished something worthwhile.
	Somehow, I ended up dancing with the local warriors. Try as I might, I simply couldn’t keep up with their intricate movements. Their style was as unique as could get, and my brain couldn’t process any of it. People began laughing, and I realized I must have been making a fool of myself, so I decided to turn the tables. I scanned the surroundings until I spotted Shoshana. I stopped my dancing and pointed at her, prompting everyone to cast their eyes in her direction. Her brow raised at the sudden attention, and as I approached, she stood up to accept my outstretched hand. 
	“This is how we do it in Lima.” I then pulled her close and whispered in her ear, “Just go with what feels natural,” before beginning to ballroom dance to the sound of drums. Although I had never learned anything past the basics, and she had never even heard of the dance, we silenced the whole crowd with our moment in the spotlight. I held her closely, and briefly felt as if I had Merselina in my arms, which gave a bittersweet comfort. I had learned to ballroom dance with Merselina, and all the memories flooded back, and almost made me cry. Shoshana wore a black robe with golden beads that distinguished her from the rest of her tribe, and it twirled beautifully as she spun and followed my lead. Afterwards, I ended up sitting next to her while laughing and sharing exotic tea.
	“You know, I had to take five classes before I didn’t trip over my own feet. You just knew what to do,” I told her. “Very impressive.”
	“I did as you asked, and did what felt natural.”
	“Still, very impressive,” I repeated.
	We lay on a fur hide outside, under the stars, in our own bubble despite being surrounded by a hundred people. “Your wife is lucky,” she said, to which I was pulled from my bliss. I was enjoying myself too much, and I didn’t want sorrow to overtake what had been an amazing night, so I just said, “When she was alive, maybe. I was very lucky too.”
	Shoshana gave me a sympathetic smile, and we fell into silence again. Try as I might, I simply couldn’t slip back into bliss. Merselina’s face stared back at me the heavens, and only became more vivid when I closed my eyes. The hallucinogenic substances I had consumed had only ever given me joy, but now I felt an overwhelming sadness in equal measure to the euphoria from only a moment ago. A near-full moon hung above and glowed brightly beside the milky way and all her millions of stars. An old sailor had once said that each speck was an ancestor watching over us. That when we lose our way, we need only to follow the guidance of the northern star, our first ancestor, our mother in the sky. It was only now, with narcotics running through me, that these myths felt real. Even if I didn’t truly believe it, I wanted to, and that was enough to fool myself, if only for a moment. Perhaps, if I lived a life far from science, and consumed drugs as often as the natives, then I would also become spiritual. But no, that simply wasn’t in my nature. I didn’t dwell on that which I could not feel, nor touch. Machines always made more sense, and if I was forced to take an opinion about a subject I didn’t understand, then I would take the opinion of an educated man. However, in this moment, the thought that Merselina was among the ocean of lights, gave me peace. After a long silence, when a shooting star crossed the heavens, Shoshana admitted, “I must say, Bishop, I was wrong about you.”
	“Wrong about me, how?”
	“I thought you were evil and selfish, but I see in you the heart of a warrior. You are very brave.”
	“And I thought you were crazy for trying to slit my throat.”
	“But you understand now why, right?” She asked me.
	“I do. You’ve been through hell with that priest, and I think you’re one of the bravest people I’ve ever met.”
	“I am,” she said confidently— perhaps a bit too confident for my taste, but I wasn’t going to say anything.
	“You know, when I showed up, I didn’t really consider what my weapons would do in the wrong hands. So, you were right to think I was selfish and preoccupied with myself.” I then stared silently into the overbearing night sky, and after a moment of silence, I said, “It was selfish of me. Even though I tell myself that I’m doing all of it for my boy, it’s really just for me. The boy doesn’t need money, he needs a father. I want the money to secure my place in higher society.”
	“You have a son?”
	“Yeah. He’s with my brother right now, but when I get back to Lima, I’m going to spend each day with him.”
	“Tell me about Lima,” Shoshana said as she sat upright. “What is this place? I hear your men speak of Lima constantly.”
	I sighed at the thought of trying to explain something like a city to her. Growing up in the tundra, I had heard stories my whole life, and only after arriving, could I really conceptualize the complexity of such a place. “Where do I even begin?... Well, Lima is huge, absolutely massive. Ten times the size of the Pada dey Cuebaña, if not more. And there are so many different kinds of people and layers in society. It’s like a pyramid people fight to climb their whole lives, just to get more respect from people that don’t actually care about them. We use gold as currency to rise in status, as well as silver and copper.”
	“Is that why you wanted the gold?”
	“Yes, well, kind of. I have a debt to repay, and if I fail to repay it, I lose almost everything. I’ve worked my whole life to fit into Lima’s upper caste, and I can’t go back to how things were. I’m obsessed with a secure future. I never want my son to worry about a damn thing.”
	“You came all this way and did all this for your boy?”
	I nodded. “I did it for him, for me, and his mother. Wouldn’t you do the same for your boy?”
	She hugged her knees and stared into the bonfire silently, which was when I remembered that she may have been pregnant with the child of her enemy. I sat up straight beside her and rubbed her back. “How long has it been since your wife passed away?” she asked.
	“Two years.”
	“And you have been alone since then?”
	“Well, no. I have my family.”
	“But you have had no wife since then?”
	I sighed and drew a doodle in the dirt with a stick. “Lima is very traditional. They believe in different heavens, and that we end up there with whomever we married. It’s why you can’t legally remarry, and why people from different castes shouldn’t mingle, since they believe they will be separated in the afterlife. I don’t believe any of it, but I know it will affect my reputation, and in turn, it will affect my family’s reputation.”
	She squinted at me as if she didn’t understand, which she probably didn’t. Life here was simpler. People ate, slept, and had sex when and how they pleased. Of course, war complicated things, but even then, there was a tranquility to their way of life. “What do you mean?” she asked.
	“I can’t just be with someone else. There are rules, and if you don’t follow them, you are shunned in society.”
	“That makes no sense. You should do as your heart desires. Especially you, who has a powerful soul. You can change the world. I see it in you.” 
	I already had. Success had come naturally to me, and I was famous because of it. She probably wouldn’t have even begun to fathom just how different things were because of my efforts, but I wasn’t going to say that. In fact, to be praised by someone who had no idea what I had accomplished felt really nice. It felt genuine. However, I wasn’t ready for her next request, “Spend the night with me, Bishop.”
	“Excuse me?”
	“Spend the night with me,” she said again, as serious as could be.
	“And do what exactly?”
	“I need you.” She grabbed my sleeve and pulled us closer. I wasn’t much of a romantic, but this was a bit too forward for my taste, even with the effects of the drugs clouding my norms. My eyes wandered south to her stomach, but before they could linger all too long, she placed her hand under my chin and lifted my gaze back to meet hers. “It is for the child. You are far more powerful than Ada Machika, and your seed will overpower him. You will save me.”
	Biology was never really my strong suite, and my first— probably incorrect— instinct was to look for Brutii and have him explain the birds and the bees from a scientific point of view to Shoshana, but again she placed her hands on my cheek and pulled my attention back to her. “You are loyal to your wife and your culture, I understand. I will raise the boy. He will live his afterlife with the Cuatia, and you will return to your lands and live your afterlife there. You will have your wife, and I will be but a memory. This is to protect my child and my people.”
	“Do you really want to do that? Do you really want me to just make you pregnant and leave?”
	“I already am, but I want your child.”
	I felt a bit embarrassed, but as I looked around the festivities, I realized no one was tuned into our conversation. No one cared. The traditions of Lima had been so hammered into me that I felt uneasy by the mere thought of spending a night with someone else. In moments like this, I would look for the advice of someone close to me. Salcido would have probably said, “Do it, pussy,” but he had never married, and it would not taint his reputation. Still, I searched for guidance in my surroundings. When I spotted Rico, who sat closely to a well-built Cuatia warrior, I watched how they enjoyed themselves so freely and unafraid of what others might say. Had this been Lima, then Rico would never have allowed himself to be so intimate with another man in public. All around, crewmembers and mercenaries found partners with no superficial boundaries hindering them. It may have been the many drinks I had, or the frogs I licked, or perhaps that line of white powder Brutii gave me, but I suddenly felt like I shouldn’t let the rules of some distant city stop me from enjoying myself. I leaned over and kissed her. She bit my bottom lip, grabbed my collar, and pulled me to my feet. Before the minute had passed, we had fallen through the drapes of her yurt and were rolling over the fur carpet.


Chapter 18 – Back to the present
	I continued staring at Shoshana as the memories flashed before me. “Are you ok? You look pale. Perhaps I should not have collected so many frogs. You are building a dependency.”
	I looked down into the pool and saw flashes of colors dashing under the lilies, and as I tried to recollect exactly how many drugs I had taken the night before, I could only wonder if Merselina was watching from the heavens, and what she might have thought. I had lived in Lima for over half my life, and their beliefs had imprinted on me, even if I didn’t truly believe them. Try as I might, I could not shake the feeling that I was being judged. “I, um… so… uh…” I stammered.
	“You’re still tired from the conquest, and you need rest.” Shoshana leaned in to kiss me on the cheek before leaving the yurt.
	A moment later, I found Rico flirting with his romantic interest. “Sorry to interrupt,” I told the Cuatian man in Asataka, before switching to Liman to speak freely. “Rico, I think I, uh, had sex with Shoshana.”
	The Cuatian warrior, who I had assumed spoke no Liman, stared at me in disbelief. Fearing he had understood me, I switched back to Asataka and told him, “That means I danced with her.”
	Rico shook his head. “He knows exactly what that word means.”
	The Cuatia warrior then began to ask, “Did you just say you had se-” before he could finish, I covered his mouth and hushed him. “SHHHHH! I don’t want anyone knowing. I don’t want my own crew to hear, and I definitely don’t want this news to make it back to Lima.”
	They both stared at me with a blank expression, the Cuatian warrior had no idea what I was talking about, but Rico understood the concern of stigma, although he did say, “Captain, I think you’re overreacting. The great thing about being a traveler is that no one cares what you do in far-away lands. Look around you.” He pointed at the sleeping mercenaries and crewmembers, who each had a local or two in their arms. “I’m fairly certain half of the men have wives. You think they’re going to talk about this?”
	“Well, no,” I admitted with calmer nerves. “I suppose I was overreacting a bit. It’s just the first time I’ve had relations since Merselina’s passing.”
	“Neuroticism is an after effect of the drugs you took yesterday,” Rico’s partner explained. “You should take it easy and remember that not all passing thoughts are worth your energy. Also, slow down on the frogs. I saw in your eyes yesterday. You had taken enough to see the world change colors. That’s dangerous.”
	“I just took more right now, is that a problem?”
	“You should definitely stop for a bit.”
	That was the last thing I wanted to hear. My back, although it was still aching, felt so much relief with the foreign narcotics. The potency, however, had diminished. “Okay, fine. I’m overreacting,” I admitted. “But I still think it’s time to go home.”
	“As you wish, Captain.”
Gathering the men was a tedious process. Many of them were hungover or worse. One of the crewmembers was even found dead, much to the horror of the girl who was cuddling him all night. Brutii ruled it as a heart attack brought on by the drugs. We were all suddenly aware of the fact that that could have been any one of us, and that tragedy could strike even during celebration. However, we didn’t allow the untimely death to hamper our exodus. The deceased was wrapped in hides and prepared for a burial in the dunes.
Rico gave his partner a long hug, and as we walked away, I told him, “If you want, you can stay here, Rico.”
	“I thought about it, sir, but I’m not prepared. I would like to return one day, and when I do, I will live out my days here.”
	I slapped his back. “I can’t lie, I wouldn’t know what to do without you just yet.”
	Brutii left some reading material with the girl he had managed to court, who had apparently been one of his more advanced students. Although I didn’t say anything, I did realize that this would have carried a massive stigma back in Lima, and as I looked around, I began realizing more and more that the men simply didn’t care about the stringent customs of the distant city.
	The Panamanian mercenaries certainly didn’t care, since they weren’t Liman, but nearly all the crewmembers were, and I saw plenty of men who I knew were married in the arms of another woman. Although I didn’t agree with it, it did reassure me that my secrets would remain intact. With that reassurance, I could give Shoshana a proper farewell. “Are there any words of wisdom you would like to leave with me for the child?” she asked.
	My boy Hassan was to be raised in a land with strict rules and forced to live a life of subtle politics, so this child I would make the exact opposite. “Tell the kid to always speak his mind.”
	Shoshana smiled at my final request. “I was going to raise him like that regardless, but it’s good to know his father already has that in his spirit.”
	Cu Elmana put his hand on my shoulder. “You have saved our people, and given us an heir. You are always welcome.”
	Although I didn’t say it, I knew chances were that the child wasn’t mine. I was the second horse in this race, after all. That, and they assumed it was a boy for some reason. All I could think at that moment was, “I’m sure glad that I won’t be here when a baby girl pops out and looks nothing like me.” That’s what I thought, but instead I said, “Thank you for everything, Chief.”
	The trucks were so full that more men were hanging off the side than they were sitting in the back. One truck was entirely filled with jugs of water containing the frogs. We waved goodbye and left Culanda. 
	Once we entered the hangar, I rallied all the men for a headcount. Minus the one heart-attack victim, we had also lost twenty crewmembers and one mercenary during the assault. Overall, it was considered a decisive victory. I thanked the men with a quick speech and left for the Arch, where I found Rico already by the controls.
	We smiled at each other as I entered the room. “I’d say this journey was a resounding success, Captain.”
	“I agree. This calls for a celebration.” I turned to Brutii and told him. “Pick out a red wine.”
	“With pleasure, Captain!”
	He grabbed three glasses and a bottle as Rico hovered with his hand above the lever. “On your orders, Captain.”
	“Take us home, Commander!”
	Rico grabbed the lever and thrust it upward. Brutii covered his ears, and we all stood ready to hear the titanic roar, but there was only a pathetic groan as the vessel jerked slightly. We waited silently in the Arch for a moment. Rico then glanced in my direction, to which I said, “Try it again, Commander.”
	Rico dropped the lever down, and thrust it back up, but there was no response— only a rhythmic ticking noise, indicating some sort of mechanical issue. I heard Brutii mutter under his breath, “That doesn’t sound good.”
Rico glanced at me, and although we both felt tense, we remained stoic in our exchange. “One more time, Commander,” I told him.
	“I don’t believe it will make a difference, sir.”
	“I said do it again.”
	Rico pulled the lever down and thrust it back up. This time, Titan didn’t even let out a peep.
	“Did you prep the controls properly?” I asked him.
	“I’m certain I did, sir.”
	Brutii interrupted and asked, “Shall I place the wine back in its cupboard for now?”
	I ignored Brutii’s question and remained focused on Rico. “It sounds like a mechanical issue. Is the crew signaling anything?” Just as I asked, a red blinking light appeared on the control panel.
	“Yes, Sir, the crew is signaling a code red. I think they need their captain for guidance, sir.”
	“Signal them back. Let them know I’m coming.”

	Behind the hangar were the bowels of Titan. The metallic organs that ultimately made her a functioning machine— a mess of tubes and roaring gears that drove men deaf. I had designed Titan myself, and even I struggled to wrap my mind around the many levels of complexity. I had, after all, designed Titan over the course of eight years, and a great deal of improvisations had occurred during her assembly. The engine crew alone made up over one third of Titan’s total personnel, which is why I felt confident that the issue would be resolved by the morning, or at the very least that the issue would be identified.
	I found a group of men huddled around the throttle board, which was an iron wall with all the main gauges, switches, and levers. The control panel in the Arch didn’t steer Titan, but sent signals to the team here, who would follow the commands. Their response time had to be perfect to create a seamless sailing experience for whomever was piloting the vessel. Although many captains and commanders forgot these men in the bowels, they never slipped my mind. “Gentlemen!” I greeted them on my approach. Many of them saluted. “At ease,” I told them as I waved away the formalities. Whenever labor called, I would wear casual, dusty clothes that made me indistinguishable from the rest. Only when docked would I put on the ceremonial black suit with golden buttons. Such delicate threads would be ripped to shreds by twisting gears. “What’s the problem?”
	“We’re not sure. Looks like an electrical problem somewhere, probably a short circuit along bracing girders or pistons.”
	“Any indications how long it will take until it’s fixed?”
	“That depends on where the faulty wire is. If it’s somewhere out in the open, then the fix will be less than ten minutes, but if it’s in a bad spot, it could take a week. Let’s say it’s behind a main fuel pipe, right? Then we would need to deplete the pipe, saw it off, replace the wire, reinstall the fuel pipe, then fill it back up, and only then we can test if the vessel will lift from brace.”
	“Okay. Sounds intense. Why haven't you started yet?”
	“We were awaiting your orders, Captain,” said the chief engineer, who led the crew in the absence of both Rico and me. Adahy was the unofficial Third-In-Command, an old Catalinan with a graying, blonde beard. He had served as a mechanic and engineer on the front lines during mercenary campaigns. While I was only just beginning to walk, he was already in a war zone with a wrench. Not only was he the only man I considered more capable than me when it came to engineering, he was also the only Catalinan I had ever trusted.
	“You never need to wait for my orders,” I told him.
	“But I do,” Adahy said before turning to the crew and shouting. “You know the drill! Search and repair!”
The crew dispersed and began scanning every nook and cranny where the power grid ran. With seventy men, it took no more than two hours to sweep the upper layer. Unfortunately, when the location of the shortcircuit couldn’t be located, Adahy reluctantly ordered the men to begin draining pipes so we could remove sections. The faulty wire, as we had feared, lay in an unknown, hard-to-reach area.

	What started out as an optimistic can-do attitude, turned bleak as the problem failed to surface. After more than forty days into our search with no sign of the issue, we began stripping the inner shell of the hull to examine the deepest layer of the grid. The components here cost me a fortune since they were meant to last a decade, but what we found was that an entire section of the electrical grid was covered in a sticky, black, sour-smelling substance. 
	Flies and other grotesque insects swarmed to escape the light and crawl back into the insulation. Most of the men covered their noses, and those that stood at a distance, quickly escaped the scene to avoid janitorial duty. “That don’t look right,” one of the men grumbled.
	At first, we thought it might have come from a broken sewage pipe, but those pipes didn’t lead through this portion of the vessel. After a bit of sleuthing, we found broken glass and a couple of corks. It took me but a second to realize I had found the mercenaries secret stash of booze, and that it had all broken and poured over the sensitive electronics, effectively bringing Titan to an absolute standstill.
	Moments later, I burst into the barracks and began scanning the wall, where I found a large metal sheet screwed loose, and behind it a messy collection of alcohol, much of which had broken and leaked into the electrical grid. I yelled until my throat was sore and my head spinning, all the while they stared at their feet. After an hour of venting, I realized I wasn’t solving any problems, so I turned and left, much to their relief. If only they had understood the severity of issues they had caused.
	As I walked into the Arch, I found Rico and Brutii chatting on the couch. Rico turned to me and asked, “Any luck down there?”
	I responded with a hoarse, “No.” Then I began looking through drawers to find Titan’s schematics. When I found a massive three-meter wide roll entitled, ‘Engine’ I carefully pulled it out the drawer.
	Brutii quickly moved to make space on the dining table as I walked up with rolled parchment. “What’s that?” he asked.
	I was still mid-frustration, so I just ignored him and let him discover it himself. I unrolled the blueprints and used a couple of his books to anchor the curling edges. “Titan,” I just muttered.
	“Did you draw these?” He asked as he leaned in for closer inspection. “I bet you did. I can tell by your handwriting, not to mention the coffee stains.”
	“That’s oil,” I corrected him.
	“This one is definitely coffee.” Brutii pointed at a larger, translucent-brown stain. I remembered spilling my cold coffee while working late one night. Ironically, the coffee stain encompassed the exact area of the grid that had been graced by the mercenaries' alcoholism. “Nevertheless, it’s very impressive, Captain Le Noire. I knew you were brilliant.”
	 For some reason, the compliment irritated me. People had always called me ‘brilliant’ just because I could draw blue prints. The truth was, I had been drawing blue prints since I was a tundra slave, but I, even to this day, could hardly spell a reasonable sentence. Those who knew me only for my handwriting would consider me a bumbling fool.
	I stood over the blueprints for the rest of the day, wrestling with ideas on how to replace the delicate components. As punishment, I decided that I would strip the amenities in the barracks and use the electronic components to substitute the damaged area. “The mercenaries can live in the dark and sleep without temperature control,” I said coldly while dispatching teams to the barracks. They began piling up the beds and sawing the floor open. When done, they had produced no more than a roll of wires the size of my fist. It was a mere fraction of what we needed for repairs. Regardless, I found some pleasure in taking away what little comfort Titan offered from the men that had stranded us.
	When I returned to the bowels, I found that Adahy had stripped away the insulation of Titan’s inner hull, and that he had carefully removed the damaged components, which left a large, naked part on the wall the size of three-square meters. I gave him the wires and said, “See if you can improvise a fix with this.”
“Right away, sir.”


Chapter 19 – Stranded
	I awoke to good news, hearing that the fix had been completed in my absence and that I could give the order to test it when ready. Still in my underwear, I dismissed the crewmember who had brought the news and ran to the control panel, where I thrust the lever up without a moments thought. Titan let out her characteristic metallic roar as she began lifting. Brutii, who had been fast asleep, awoke in a panic as he flailed from the couch. Unconcerned with the professors’ exaggerated theatrics, Rico and I celebrated Titan’s recovery. Although, it seemed we celebrated a moment too soon, as the lights flickered and the power shut off. We had only a split second to glance at one another before all three of us suddenly hung mid-air. Titan plummeted into her brace with a tremendous force, and as she struck the earth, the lights flickered so brightly that some bulbs shattered. The dressing mirror turned to crystal dust, and only a few wine bottles survived. Although the massive, bay window remained unbroken, the windows on the side sustained spiderweb cracks. Rico, Brutii and I found ourselves on the floor, but while they sprang to their feet, I remained staring at the ceiling.
	They both extended a hand, which I felt obligated to accept despite that I had rather just wallowed in disappointment. Whatever had just happened was going to be an absolute nightmare to fix. Regardless, I dusted myself off and proclaimed, “I’m going to see what’s going on.”
	As I descended the stairwell, a metallic, smokey odor became thick in the air. I was horrified to find fire bellowing from the bowls. Crewmembers were applying first aid to injured men, and others scrambled to fight the fire. I immediately ran towards the scene, during which I told a handful of men, “Gather everyone! The whole crew!” With Titan’s power shut off, there was no fire alarm, but moment’s later, four-hundred men surrounded me as we attempted to subdue the inferno.
I didn’t feel like a leader at that moment, since I was equally panicked, if not more. There were only two hoses in the entire hangar, but they had a weak stream and were only meant for smaller fires. Soon, the heat became so intense that mirages formed, and the baking air became thick with chemicals that ripped at my lungs like tiny razors.
	Most men, at this point, had decided to leave and stand outside. They watched the few who remained toil like fools in an oven. I was the last man to leave, and that had nothing to do with a show of leadership, or attempting to be brave. I simply understood the gravity of the situation; we were now utterly, hopelessly stranded.
	I exited the hangar and found my men coughing, panting, screaming from the burn wounds, and all the while they stared at me expectantly. They wanted an order or guidance, but I could only fall on my rear and watch as Titan’s vital organs burned away. We sat there, silently for hours. All four-hundred men solemnly came to terms with the fact that they would never see their homes again. This was exactly the fear that prevented most potential crewmembers from embarking on this journey. Even when the fire died, the metal remained glowing and the baking air streamed out relentlessly. My clothes were drenched in sweat, and red clay caked my trousers. 
One crewmember, who had either been a genius or a coward, had fled in one of the trucks. The other three trucks had all but melted and could never be repaired. When this crewmember returned with the truck, he did so with his tail between his legs, claiming, “I thought she was gunna explode, sir.”
Although he had decided to flee while his brothers fought, I couldn’t find it in myself to be upset, since he had ultimately saved our only transport. Slowly, men started entering the hangar again, hoping to salvage what they could, while others attempted to identify the dead. I just remained in the same spot with a racing mind— My boy was to grow up without me, the mountain of gold was useless, and the machine I had built was ruined. Of all people, the mercenaries were the first to start cracking jokes. As other men silently came to terms with the fact that their lives would never be the same, I overhead a mercenary mention how he was going to go back and, “find me a new native bitch.” At that moment, in front of my entire crew, I completely lost my temper. With red sand still on my ass, I marched towards the mercenaries, who at the sight of my warpath silenced themselves.
I had been known to dish out punishment in the form of yelling and physical exercise, but now I grabbed a musket and immediately aimed at the man I had taken it from. Half the mercenaries aimed their own weapons at me, while the crew stared in disbelief. “Captain, what are you doing?” asked the mercenary at the end of my barrel.
“Leave,” I said coldly. “Start walking and don’t ever show your useless faces ever again.”
	“What do you mean? You can’t just abandon us?”
“WE’RE FUCKING STRANDED HERE!” I shouted, taking a step forward so my bayonet was only an inch away from the man’s chest. I myself had weapons pointed towards my head, but all reasoning had left me. Death was more than welcomed. “And it’s because of you idiots,” I said under my breath.
The crew, who outgunned the mercenaries five to one, cautiously approached with their weapons drawn. The mercenaries then lowered their muskets, and one of them asked, “Can I get my things at least?”
“No,” I said sternly. “You have five minutes, and then we start shooting.”
The mercenaries shared glances between themselves, when one of them began to ask a question, I interrupted loudly with. “FOUR MINUTES!” then fired my musket in the air. They began running in the direction of the Cuatia, having nowhere else to turn. While they were still in earshot, I gave them one last warning, “You're dead if I see you in that village!”
I then turned and began walking towards the hangar, telling a handful of crew, “Five minutes. If they are still in range, kill them.” I tossed my pocket watch towards a crewmember and dropped my musket in the red dust.
A pungent vinegary odor streamed from the hangar, which indicated that a fuel pipe had ruptured, since soursalt had such a scent when burned. I was the first to enter the bowls, despite fully in the knowledge that deadly fumes were still about. There was little to no light, but I could tell the damage was immense. I stepped into a pile of something soft and foul, although I couldn’t tell what it was in the darkness. I decided to ignore such a mystery and continued deeper into the vessel.
During my damage intake, crewmembers started cautiously entering behind me, many of them brought flares, which could have easily reignited the fumes, but a quick death in a fiery explosion seemed appetizing. In these glowing lights, the bowels resembled a cave of sorts, complete with dripping leaks and jagged stalactite pipes. When returning towards the exit, I looked at what I had stepped in a moment early and found a charred corpse. As I stared into the body’s twisted, melted face, and the screams frozen in the moment of inferno, I realized that such a death was not a blessing, and perhaps more lingering than one might have hoped. I told the men to kill the flares and leave immediately.
When we left the bowels, Rico called to me, “Bishop!” He approached with a steady pace, and when within earshot, he lowered his voice to whisper, “What the hell was that?” 
“What do you mean?”
“You just decided to turn on the mercenaries and threaten to kill them?” he said in utter shock. “This will have horrible consequences for moral!”
	“Rico, I don’t really give a damn. Had the crew not been watching. I would have killed them all myself. Look!” I pointed towards the bowels. “They caused this!”
	“You can’t blame them for that. Even if they poured their alcohol over the wires, they couldn’t have known this would happen.”
	“I don’t care what they thought would happen. All I know is that a decade of my life has just gone up in flames, and now I’m stuck here on the other side of the fucking planet! In case you haven’t noticed, Rico, they don’t deserve a second chance.”
“Are we stuck here?” A young crewmember interrupted. 
I looked at him and resisted the urge to belittle his inability to assess the situation. Instead, I simply said, “Yes.”
“Well, what are we going to do?” Another crewmember asked as a circle began to form around me.
I sighed, thought about it for a moment, then began dispatching orders by pointing towards three men. “You need to remove any perishables from the freezer and have them brought to the Cuatia. Trade them for long lasting, cheap food and drinking water.
“Yes, sir!” they responded.
I then pointed towards the rest and said, “Now, if we want even the slightest chance of leaving this place, we need to start cleaning. Everyone, lets get to work.”
	We started cleaning immediately. The top priority was to scrub away all the sticky, soursalt ash that coated the iron. This alone took multiple days, but it would have taken longer if a group of Cuatian men hadn’t come to our aid. When Shoshana heard about our troubles, she immediately dispatched a team to our location. They brought food, water, and gifts, and I was pleased to receive one little yellow frog. After the inferno, my entire stash of amphibious medicine had boiled alive.
	When the layer of grime had been scrubbed off the equipment, we began dismantling everything. The entire hangar floor filled with piles as men began recycling whatever could be used. At first glance, nearly half the materials were as good as scrap, and half of what remained would need extensive repairs, leaving only a quarter of relatively undamaged resources. Hearing that number was a very pleasant surprise, although I quickly remembered that it would take a miracle to rebuild anything with less than half the parts.
I forbade the use of the truck, since there was no telling how long we would be stranded, and our fuel supply, which had remained unharmed for the most part, would slowly whittle away. This meant that every day we would have to organize hikes to the Cuatia for resources. Mid way the route, a small resting post was established. As I stood in the Arch at night, I could see the glow of this hut shining across the red flats.
With the lack of electricity, the halls of Titan were illuminated by torches, and many of the men expressed their desire to live in a less depressing setting. Most cabins on Titan did not possess windows, meaning the men now lived in darkness. Temporary buildings and tents had been created at the foot of Titan, sprouting something of a shanty town. The destroyed trucks were stripped, and anything worth keeping was added to the pile, while the rest was used as building materials. Despite our misfortune, I could appreciate the crew’s resourcefulness, and it gave me faint hope.
The recycled components were tallied and laid out on the hangar floor. I spent a whole week staring at them from the catwalk while brainstorming. I may have had the reputation of a brilliant mechanic and engineer, but I couldn’t think of any solution, at least not a quick fix. It dawned on me at one point that we would need to build a forge to smith new components, although I exhausted every other option until I came to that conclusion. I wanted so desperately to believe a simple, quick fix was hidden in the debris. I wanted to believe that, with enough effort, I could find a way home within the month.
I then sat with Adahy at the dining table, going over the schematics and tallying the total number of components Titan originally had in the engine room. We then subtracted what was left over from the fire and made a list of all the components we had to forge. Neither of us had any knowledge on smithing, but luckily Brutii managed to dig up a book about the subject. When he had first brought a library’s worth of books, I hadn’t expected to get much use out of them, but the fact that he could produce worthwhile information about an obscure subject proved me wrong. Although he didn’t gloat, I could tell by his cocky smirk that he knew how useful he was. The cocky smirk was well deserved.
Brutii was tasked with creating a plan of action, giving me some much-needed rest. I hadn’t slept more than four hours a night since Titan’s damage. My head was pounding and my eyes were red. Now that Brutii was at the wheel, I could relax for a moment. Relaxation, however, came in the form of a sweltering fever that caused me to soak the bed in sweat for an entire week. As captain, I was lucky that an entire team was by my side to aid me through sickness. On the seventh day of my fever, during the height of its severity, I awoke to an unexpected guest. “Bishop,” Shoshana whispered while wiping the sweat from my forehead.
My lips were chapped and my throat burned, so my only response was a deep sigh whistling laborly through my dry and constricted nasal passage. She was noticeably pregnant, which would have made me anxious before, but I now felt at peace as she burned sage and brushed a feather against my skin. I fell in and out of consciousness, only briefly registering that she leaned in and pressed her lips against mine. However, this wasn’t a kiss. She was blowing smoke into my lungs. “Breath in,” she said, and I obeyed without question. It tasted like how burnt plastic smelled, but I immediately felt a deep tingling— a warm vibration from the very core of my being, and suddenly, my vision filled with geometric patterns as I was shot through a colorful cosmos.
	In my hallucinations, silhouettes of women approached me. These silhouettes were not black and shadowy, but rather made entirely of flashing geometric patterns that curled around my body as I flew through a kaleidoscope of astounding colors. The inner vibration became increasingly intense until I finally crashed into a floor. A storm of steel and purple smoke raged as I emerged from a thick black liquid. I bent my head back and stared up into the void above me. There were no stars, only a demonic smile that encompassed the entirety of the heavens— an astronomically large celestial body with red, reflective eyes and needle like teeth. Its presence would have been overbearing and horrendously frightening, but there was no emotion in me. I was merely an observer in this reality.
I suddenly heard shouting, and turned to watch soldiers in strange equipment charging past me. Their muskets shot multiple times and used a bolt mechanism to reload. I watched, unconcerned, for I knew I was a phantom to them. I had only a moment to examine the curious design of their weapons before a whirlpool formed beneath me and I was sucked into the thick, black liquid. My head submerged fully and I fell through to the other side, where I landed on a white marble floor.
Gasping for air, I looked around in a panic, finding myself in an exceptionally luxurious dining hall, with a long glass table and golden chandeliers. At the opposite head of the table there was a man with a cigar, although his face was shrouded in smoke, he felt oddly familiar. In fact, everything about this dining hall felt familiar. The weapons on the wall and the golden chandeliers all called to me. In my many psychedelic explorations, I had never felt something like this. It felt more than real.
The doors opened behind me, and as I turned to look, I began melting through the marble tile. For that last, infinitesimally small nanosecond, I saw an unconscious man carried into the room by two men. A strange sensation, impossible to describe, washed over me— I wasn’t ready to be here, but I would return one day.


Chapter 20 – Little Lima
	When I awoke, I felt rejuvenated— like I had been living in a tunnel all my life and was only now on the other end of it. Every challenge, every need, and every responsibility was suddenly put into perspective. Nothing seemed as big it as it did before. I felt amazing. Unlike the drugs that gave me an unrivaled confidence, the smoke Shoshana had breathed into my lungs left me feeling bliss while maintaining my lucidity. This feeling would eventually pass, and I’d then slip back into my old self, but for the moment I just embraced this rare inner peace.
I sat up straight, rubbed my eyes, and took a deep breath. “Bishop!” A very surprised Rico exclaimed. “Holy hell! You’re up!” he swiftly crossed the room and took a knee to examine me better. “How do you feel?”
“Incredible…” I said with a little laugh.
Rico smiled and let out a sigh. “We honestly thought you were dead this time. You need to take it easy from now on.”
“Ha, right,” I said as I stood up and began stretching my back. “I’ll take it easy when we return to Lima. IF we return to Lima. Time to get back to work so I can make it happen.”
“Well, Captain, you’re going to want to take a look at this.” Rico moved to the Arch window and beckoned me over. “Don’t freak out.”
“Don’t freak out?” I repeated. “What is that supposed to mean?” 
“Just take a look for yourself.”
“Are we back in Lima?” I jumped from the bed and ran across the room.
My tender vision burned as I approached the blinding sun. Against the bright white light, I could see the swollen bloodvessels of my eyes. When they adjusted, I saw not Lima, but rather what appeared to be a town surrounding Titan. We stood in the same, stranded spot upon the barren red flats. Except now, Titan was the epicenter of some kind of industry terrain, complete with cranes and chimneys. The buildings were a mix between red clay bricks and metal sheets.
“What is all this?” I asked.
“This is Brutii’s work.”
“Brutii did this in a week?”
“No sir,” Rico turned to me, and we stared at each other for a moment. He then articulated slowly, so there was no misunderstanding, “Brutii did this in half a year.”
“What???” I exclaimed. “That’s impossible! Are you serious?”
“Sir, you’ve been in a coma. The only reason we didn't bury you was because you still had a heartbeat. At first you would mumble in your sleep, but this last month you we’re a breathing corpse. We fed you via tube.”
I looked down into the industry town and saw straw yurts and teepees buzzing with activity on the outer edges. There were also dozens of small buildings along the route leading to the distant Cuatian village, and I saw a parade of natives carrying jugs towards us. An open air forge was in the middle of it all where I saw Adahy in discussion with the crew. Further up, there was market filled with the clatter of craftsmen haggling. An entire economy had blossomed during my absence. “I was in a coma for half a year?” I repeated.
“I’m sorry if that’s a shock, sir. But I’d rather you hear it from me.”
	Had the proof not been before me, I would have thought it was all an elaborate prank, but a bustling town had sprouted at the feet of Titan. “This is incredibly,” I uttered. “The world just keeps on turning…”
“Brutii took it upon himself to make sure we made it back to Lima. He mentioned that he couldn’t risk losing his job at the academy.”
“Where is he? I want to see what’s going on.”
“He’s set up shop in the crowsnest.”
I turned and left the window, but I had taken no more than three steps when Rico sternly said, “Permission to speak freely, Captain?”
The only time in recent history that he had asked that, he revealed his diverging romantic interests, so it immediately caught my attention. I turned to him and said, “Always speak freely, Commander.”
“You don’t look good. Your skin is pale, and you’re hunched over. If you are not careful, you are going to work yourself to death. We already lost you once. Please don’t let it happen again.”
“Rico, I will be the last person to fall.”
“Said the man who’s just woken up from a half year’s slumber. I’m just letting you know that I am worried for your health, and that you should take a moment’s rest every now and again. You need to take care of yourself.”
At first, I felt insulted by the comment, but his intense eyes were non-threatening, just concerned, and I realized he would only say such a thing if I had to hear it. “Rico, I promise I will be more careful, and focus on balance.”
We stared at each other for a moment, during which he smiled shallowly. “Thank you, Captain… And it’s good to have you back.”
I nodded once and exited the Arch. When on deck, I realized that multiple buildings had been erected on top of Titan, including a sign that read “Tailor,” and another that read, “Bar.” A couple of crewmembers were smoking and playing cards on a table when they saw me approach. I nodded towards them and said, “Good morning, fellas.”
“The deadman walks!” one of them shouted, he was the most intoxicated of the four card players. His sober comrade slapped him on the back of his head and whispered, “Shut up, man!” then turned to me and said, “Good morning, Captain Le Noire. How are you feeling?”
“Fresh like a newborn,” I declared, much to their surprise. I winked and continued towards the crowsnest. When I had climbed up the ladder and opened the hatch, I saw Brutii sitting behind a foldable desk surrounded by boxes. He had stuck papers to the window and strung yarn between them, creating a visual plan of attack that surrounded him 360 degrees. He didn’t turn to greet me. He only said, “Yes? What is it? I’m very busy.”
“Wow. Professor, I knew you were brilliant, but this is something else.”
“Captain Le Noire!” he exclaimed as he bounced from his desk and ran over to hug me. “I can’t believe it! You’re alive! It’s so good to see you!”
Usually, I would stiffly tolerate such a sudden embrace, but I was feeling great and hugged him back with my own bright smile. “I can’t believe it, Brutii. I wake up and find a whole town at my feet.”
“Well, to be fair, I had nothing to do with that. I simply attempted to create a supply line between the Cuatia to fuel our smithing industry, and the town seemed to sprout naturally. In fact, when the word spread that we defeated the Krea with superior weaponry, neighboring tribes began coming from all over to trade with us, creating a multicultural melting pot very similar to our own, Little Lima!”
“What do you mean? Trading for what?”
“Anything we desire! Do you have any idea how much the locals are willing to trade for a single musket? It’s a godly weapon fit for kings! I can feed the whole crew for ten days. In fact, the Cuatia have begun a mining industry to gather fresh iron for us, all for free as long as we teach them how to smelt and smith. Captain Le Noire, I had always known Lima’s influence to be vast and powerful, but I had never thought that I’d be on the forefront of it. Some call us imperialist, but I say we drive progress!”
We stood side by side at the window, staring into Little Lima. Even after the explanation, the swift progress baffled me. It seemed too perfect to be true. After all, I was once a slave, and I had seen the dark underbelly of Lima’s ‘quest for progress’ firsthand. “So now what? What’s the plan?”
“Adahy is constructing molds to replace broken machinery. Creating accurate molds has proven to be the most difficult part of this process, but we have been improving our techniques. The red dirt beneath us is clay, giving us plenty of opportunities for trial and error. If a mold produces a less than stellar component, we simply remelt it and try again. I know that the components for Titan need to be more-than-perfect, so less than one percent are actually up to standard. It may take months, but I am adamant that we will see the Liman skyline again!”
I smiled and felt a deep relief. “Brutii, have I ever mentioned that I’m very happy you came along?”
“Not yet, sir, but I assumed as much.”
	“So, what will you be needing of me?” I asked him. “I’m back and I’m ready to help.”
	“Honestly, sir, our system was created independently of you. Please don’t take offense when I say that you are not necessary, as of yet, but when the components order has been filled, that is when we will call upon our Captain to assemble Titan back to full strength!”
	“None taken. In fact, I’m very glad to hear it. I think my fever was from a burnout, and I need to take it easy for a while.”
	“May I make a suggestion, Captain Le Noire?”
	“Always, Professor.”
	“Shoshana is due in little over a month. Perhaps you should spend time with her.”
	I remained silent as my sense of bliss vanished in an instant. Raising a bastard child was one responsibility I had hoped to avoid. “Professor, I don’t think that’s my child.”
	“What? Of course, it is! Who else would be the father.”
	“Ada Machika,” I said coldly.
	“Oh…” Brutii then paused, rubbed the back of his head, and said, “Well, she’s going around telling everyone that you’re the father.”
	I sighed and shook my head. “That’s just wishful thinking. She said my seed would overpower Ada Machika’s. I was just high and horny.”
	“Well, Bishop, I understand if you want nothing to do with the child, but perhaps it’s worth investing some time into the kid. What if you find that the child has a lot in common with you. Then you will have been happy you spent what little time you had together.”
	“I’ll be just as happy remaining ignorant. I’m certain the child isn’t mine.”
	“Would you risk living the rest of your life in wonder? Captain?”
	“Ha! Like I won’t be wondering if he’s mine while raising him. You know, I never saw Ada Machika’s face, so unless the kid looks exactly like me, then I doubt I’ll ever really know.”
	“Not really. You’ll wonder until you leave, then forget about it and move on with your life once Titan is operational again. Perhaps some days, as you sit in your office in Lima with graying hair, the thought will suddenly appear that you have a child in some distant land. In these moments, you might wonder what has become of him or her. And as you wonder, you will think back to your choices today. You’re conscience will always be heavy, Captain, as is the fate of all great men, but to what degree? I say give the kid a chance, if only for a while!”
	I thought about having missed Hassan’s birth and being absent in his formative years, and the cold empty regret that ate at my core. The only small comfort I felt was knowing that the boy was in good hands. “Perhaps, Professor, you are right.”
	“May I make another suggestion, Captain? A shower, fresh clothes, and a quick trim would do you wonders.”

	I took a shower and changed into ‘cleaner’ clothes, although everything in my wardrobe had stains and dust, except my one ceremonial suit that was meant to stay pristine. I packed my bags along with Rico, who would accompany me. Although I felt as though I had seen Rico little over a week ago, it had been half a year, and he was eagerly sharing stories with recent events. “Did, I mention, Captain, that it’s good to have you back?”
	“Yes, Rico. Once or twice. Thank you. I’m glad to be back.”
	We then took the afternoon to explore Little Lima, mainly to show the men that I still lived. A crewmember had taken up the profession as the local barber and cut my hair, for which I paid him a silver piece. Rico and the barber explained that the local economy was mostly driven by trade, but that many crewmembers had started saving gold and silver pieces for their inevitable return to Lima. The natives had less use for the precious metals and would happily trade silver for a much better exchange rate than any Liman would offer. A couple of crewmembers had even started stamping pieces with my face on them, as tribute since they thought I was dead. I thought it was so funny that I traded my spare pocket watch for a dozen pieces, then hired the tailor on Titan’s deck to replace the buttons on my ceremonial suit with the silver coins.
	We then met with Adahy, who explained that the most difficult engine components to replace were pistons and girders, and that a team of his best engineers would take a week to create a single piece, and even then it would often have inaccurate dimensions. My first instinct was to jump in and help them, but then I thought, “They’ve done fine without me, and I want to be there for my boy.” So, I raised my cup in a toast, commended him for his efforts, and made my exit.
	Rico and I then began our hike to Culanda. Since this route had been taken hundreds of times already, something that resembled a dirt road had been beaten into the ground. Pit stops were constructed along the route, some of them operated by natives, and others by crew members. One was set up like a noodle bar and seemed particularly popular, and when I approached, I noticed Titan’s head chef was at the cooking pot. “Hey!” the chef said. “Is that who I think it is??” Rico and I looked at one another and smiled, then approached the noodle shack. “Captain! It is you! Come get some grub, on the house!”
	I had never bothered to learn his name, but luckily Rico asked, “How’s business, Matty?”
	“Fantastic! More and more people are taking this route every day!”
	We sat at the bar and were served some bread and broth. Matty, the chef, said, “You know, getting stranded was one of the best things that ever happened to me! Beautiful women, a successful business! I got it all. There’s just one thing that can’t be replaced…”
	Rico and I stared at him expectantly, when he shot his hands to the sky and shouted, “I can’t find a god damn beer anywhere!”
	We laughed and were then served some of the spicy tea that I enjoyed so much. I asked him about the new tribes that I had not come into contact with yet. He explained, “I see many faces here. Many of them are similar, they all kinda look the same to me to be honest. The only way I can tell them apart is by their tattoos. The Cuatia like blue, the Kennebec and the Atchafalaya tend to like red tats and speak a different dialect of Asataka. Other than that, there are a few others, but these are the most common peoples I see. I like ‘em. They pay me way too much for a little food, just because I got some Panamanian spices. They ain’t never heard of cayenne and it’s making me rich.”
	“The Kennebec and the what? Atch-fla-maya?” I tried pronouncing the foreign name.
	“Doesn’t matter,” Matty waved away. “They all pay the same anyway. To me, they’re entire culture is just one big money making machine.”
	“I hope you realize you’re selling Titan’s property for your own gain,” I said sternly, causing both Rico and Matty to look at me silently. When the tension hung a bit too long, I said, “Like I give a damn, just make sure I get this soup for free whenever I come by.”
	Matty then smiled and nodded. “Captain, you could have the whole pot if you so wish.”
	When we finished our soup, I insisted on paying, mostly because I wanted to use the silver piece with my face on it. It made me feel very official. When the sun set, the path was illuminated by dimly lit oil lanterns, and as we approached the village, I saw the locals had begun policing the road leading into Culanda. These policing natives carried both muskets and wore crude segmentatas, similar to the equipment used by the settlements on the Western Rim. They nodded as I passed, and I thanked them in Asataka, but was given a response in Liman, “Welcome back.” For a moment, I was stunned to hear a native speaking Liman. “Where is Shoshana?” I asked.
	“I bring you,” he said as he jumped from his seat and began walking. Rico tapped my shoulder and said, “I’ll be heading off. If you need me, just ask anyone and they’ll probably know where to find me.”
	“Alright Rico, I’ll see you around.” We shook hands and parted ways. “And thank you.”
	He nodded and smiled before turning his back and wandering off.
	As I followed the guard through Culanda, I asked him, “How did you learn Liman so fast?”
	“We spend all day with crew. Half crew doesn’t speak Asataka.”
	When we made it to Shoshana’s yurt, he gave a bow, which I returned. “Thank you.” A young girl opened the drapes and poked her head out, she couldn’t have been older than nine, but she already had some ritualistic facial tattoos.
	“Hello. Is Shoshana home?” I asked.
	Without answering, she moved the drapes and stepped to the side. I nodded towards the guard, who saluted and left. The salute was also a gesture distinctly used by the Western Rim settlements. As he wandered off, I could only wonder just how many customs they had absorbed, and how the two vastly different cultures had meshed in this relatively small window of time.
	I then ducked to enter the yurt, and found it dimly lit, smelling of citrus and other flowers. Shoshana lay in a bath that had been dug into the ground, with a few young girls washing her hair. When she turned to see me, her eyes went wide, “Bishop?”
	“Sorry, I’ll come back when you’re done.”
	“No. Stay.” The girls grabbed her arms and helped her out of the water, which was when I saw she had a massive stomach, and that is when it truly dawned on me just how long I had been gone. When standing, the girls covered her with a black cloak. “Leave us. I wish to speak with Bishop alone.”
	The girls all said, “Yes, Priestess,” and left the yurt. They all smiled at me and I smiled at them. When we were alone, I looked at Shoshana and said, “Cute girls.”
	“They will be priestesses, and they will help me raise the boy.”
	“Lucky him.”
	“How are you feeling, Bishop? Last I saw you, you were fighting demons.”
	“I was just sick. Don’t be so dramatic.”
	“No. You were at war. There is something very sinister in your past, and possibly your future. You had chains on your neck, but I sense that you have broken them, at least for now. What did you see, Bishop?”
	“What do you mean?”
	“What were your visions?” She stepped closer to me, and her tone indicated urgency. I didn’t really want to talk about my coma dreams, but I knew she would insist, so I just explained, “I saw purple smoke, a lot of soldiers, and a demon in the sky.”
	“Does it mean anything to you?”
	“It means just about as much as any other dream.”
	She shook her head and said, “You are not ready. Remember what you saw, it may change your life.” She then turned and walked over to her fur bed. I joined her and sat at the edge, then placed my hand on her stomach. 
	I shuddered at the memories of Merselina, and the pain of having lost her suddenly felt fresh. When Merselina was this stage in the pregnancy, she only had a month left on this Earth, and if only I had known, I could have been there in her final moments. Three years had passed, and I still thought about that mistake every day. Shoshana grabbed my hand and squeezed. “The child often kicks.”
	“Have you thought of a name?”
	“You must name him.”
	“Me?” I asked. “But you’re going to raise him.”
	“Exactly. I will raise him, so you must leave with him something valuable, for all else he will get from me.”
	I scratched the back of my head before coughing into my fist. “Can I think about it?”
	“Of course, silly.” Shoshana placed the palm of my hand against her cheek and rubbed against it. She then gave it a gentle kiss. When she did that, I realized that perhaps I had been thinking negatively, and that living with her— and fathering a bastard child— might not be so bad. When she looked up at me with her big brown eyes and her perfect, soft-featured face, I felt that all things were as they should be. That night, we lay beside one another, on the thick fur by the fire in the center of the yurt. An orchestra of crickets masqueraded our whispers to anyone beyond the leather walls. The constant ambiance of the crackling fire would be briefly interrupted by our giggles, and only when dawn broke, did we close our eyes and sleep.


Chapter 21 – Two Moons
During the week we spent together, everyone kept referring to her unborn as “Son of the great Bishop.” At first, it felt like a compliment, but I soon cringed at every mention. Shoshana and I had very little in common, which I had known since the beginning, but it only now started irritating me. Every time she opened her mouth, some spiritual nonsense dribbled out. I rarely prayed, and hardly believed it made a difference when I did, but I now found myself asking the heavens for a female child out of spite, simply because I was getting more irritated every time they mentioned me as the father. They would say things like, “Oh, he will be a great warrior, just like Bishop,” while I rarely fought. Or they would say things like, “Magic will course through his veins, just like his father,” while I laughed at them for burning sage and reciting chants. The truth was, they had no freaking idea who I was, but they wanted to believe their future chief was a strong alpha-male with testicles the size of two moons.
Regardless, Shoshana and I shared some laughs together every now and again, but we remained emotionally distant. I often thought, “What was I thinking that night I slept with her?” when I realized we had taken enough narcotics that I would have married a shrub, had the branches rubbed me the right way.
I spent most of my time exploring the town and speaking to Cu Elmana, who was more my kind of company. Although he had been exposed to too much spiritual junk, he possessed a logical mind. We discussed topics such as constructing aqueducts and how he could best begin smithing. He was very excited to learn how to build vehicles, although I told him he was a far cry away from that, and that he should first learn how to make hammers, nails, and cooking pots.
	One day, as I was resting in the sun, I heard some cheering and whooping a few cul-de-sacs further. Cuatian villagers all started running towards the commotion, and it reminded me ever so slightly of that day in the tundra when I first heard a vehicle, and how all the men converged to watch. I stood up and followed the excitement.
	A crowd huddled around a group of people in the middle of a cul-de-sac. As I got closer, I saw that these people had strange cuts in their ears and nose, like ritualistic wounds that had healed, and I was suddenly afraid that the Cuatia we’re inflicting some kind of mob justice. As I got closer, I realized that these would-be victims had none of the tribal tattoos, indicating that they were outsiders. There wasn’t a single adult male between the lot of them.
	Shoshana then entered the scene and began inspecting the captives much like how Glaciea used to inspect the new recruits in the tundra compound. Through the murmurs of the crowd, I realized that these were captive Krea survivors. I hadn’t recognized them since their piercings and white face paint had been removed. They looked far less menacing, and actually quite pathetic with their many empty holes dotting their pale face and ears.
	“Quiet!” Shoshana shouted, and the crowd went silent. She then turned to someone, who was out of my field of vision, and asked, “Where did you find these?”
	“A village on the edge of old Krea territory. The men fought back, but we killed them,” the voice responded, and I could immediately tell by the thick Panamanian accent that it was one of the mercenaries.
	Shoshana responded with, “Good. When will you retrieve more?”
	“They keep migrating further. This next expedition could take two weeks. They also keep getting more dangerous, we lost another man this mission. We want more pay.”
	“You’ll get whatever you want. Bring these to the mines, and when you return you’ll be rewarded for the haul. We can discuss your next payment then.” As Shoshana left, she was aided by her harem of young girls, who carried the back of her long dress. Although she had no trouble balancing or walking, she still had a young girl in each hand. When she had entered her yurt, I approached the captives, who saw me and winced in fear. My interest wasn’t in them, rather in the mercenaries, who seemed surprised by my appearance from the crowd. “Le Noire? We thought you died?”
“So, I see you’re all slave traders now.”
“What do you care what we do? Last I saw you, you were waving a musket in my face. Speaking of which, I don’t see why I shouldn’t kill you next time you decide to do that.”
“Big words from a little man with an explosive fetish,” I approached the mercenary, who was itching to put burning lead in between my eyes. Luckily, we were on neutral ground. “How much is Shoshana paying you to go slave hunting?”
“She’s paying us in shelter, silver, and orgies. It’s a better salary I’d say than my last gig.”
“Well, don’t get too used to it. I’m going to have a word with her.” I turned my back to them, and heard a few uttered insults and one spit bullet shot in my direction. One trooper called after me and asked, “Then what are we supposed to do? You abandoned us!”
“And you stranded us!” I reminded him, and just as I entered Shoshana’s yurt, I gave a helpful suggestion, “Do something productive! Become a baker!”
I then tried to slam the door shut, only there was no door. The thick drapes didn’t have the dramatic effect I yearned for, but I still felt like I made my point. Shoshana lifted her brow and asked, “Old friends of yours? You seem to be at odds.”
“Yeah, they're the reason I’m stuck here…” I muttered while approaching her. “What’s happening to those Krea tribe members?”
“They will be sent to the mines to win iron for my tribe.”
“How many Krea villagers are there?”
“I’ve lost count, if you must know. There are enough to rebuild their tribe, which I cannot let happen, but they will now die in the mines.”
	“You’re going to let children work themselves to death? How is that any different from what the Krea did to your people?”
	Shoshana’s eyes narrowed, as if I had displayed some feat of great audacity. “Do you have any idea for how long they abused my people? How horrible they were to their slaves? I’ve seen children sacrificed in front of their mothers, and mothers sacrificed in front of their children, all for the favor of their goddess.”
	“And now you’re doing the same,” I challenged her.
	“No. I do it not for a god. I’m sacrificing them for iron,” she said through her teeth before turning her back on me. A shrine decorated with antlers and candles stood on the far side of the yurt, where she picked up an obsidian dagger. “Or do you think I should treat them as they have us? Shall I simply gut them alive? Shall I have them impregnated, then sacrificed? Shall I rule with a bloodsoaked fist, as Ada Machika did?”
A shiver ran down my spine. “What if it was that baby?” I pointed toward her stomach, and she winced at the gesture, but before she could respond, I said, “See? Makes you sick, doesn’t it? These are just kids you’re killing in the mines.”
“You have no right to judge me. We are not the same. You have not witnessed what I have witnessed. If I allow the Krea to live, they will sacrifice my child and everyone else.”
We stood silently for a moment. In her mind, letting them die in the mines as slaves was a twisted mercy. The alternative was killing them in gruesome sacrifice. “I’m sorry, Shoshana, but I want nothing to do with this.”
“Then go. You are free to do as you wish.”
“I will.” I turned my back and left the yurt. When I was outside, I saw that the slaves had been vacated, and the crowd had returned to their regular activities. I left the village immediately.
	The path leading to Titan was populated by many small groups of travelers, and I was never truly alone for more than ten minutes. I stopped at the noodle bar and had a quick lunch, during which I inquired to Matty about the slave trade. He said he wasn’t really sure how that worked, but he did say that the mercenaries would often stop by on their way to Little Lima. Apparently, Brutii had supplied them with musket ammo and soursalt powder. His contribution to the slave trade ensured a cheap and constant flow of fresh metals. 
I thanked Matty and continued to Titan, which stood like a castle on the red earth. By my estimate, Little Lima spanned roughly one square kilometer, and although I was at a distance, the sounds of clashing iron and a bustling market carried over the flat, cracked earth and reached me long before I arrived. 
An outpost tower stood by the road, but the guard which inhabited it was fast asleep. Narrow, dirt paths cut through the outer market where natives were haggling with the crew. A mix of Asataka and Liman rang from every corner. I did my best to work my way through the chaos, but I seemed to get stuck behind slow groups of casual inhabitants. It truly had become something akin to Lima.
	A moment later I entered the crowsnest where Brutii greeted me with a big smile, “Captain, you’ve come back soon.”
	“Brutii, are you aware that the iron mines are filled with Krea slaves?” I asked abruptly.
	His brow raised and, without missing a beat, he responded, “It’s dangerous work. I would never send my own men down there.”
	“But you would send children?”
	“Well, I don’t want to, Bishop, but these are primitive lands. We do not have the luxury of safety precautions that mines under Liman control benefit from. Is it horrible? Yes. Would I end it if I could? Yes. But slavery existed long before we arrived here, and it will continue when we leave. Who are we to judge the indigenous peoples? After all, Lima is no different, and we all know to have benefited from harsh practices.”
	“Some benefit, but most suffer.”
	“It’s the way of this world, Mr. Le Noire. Some men eat grapes for breakfast and bath in warm, soapy waters, while others live their whole lives in the mines. Although, I would never treat a slave as such. I would give them a good life, as I believe you should treat your people with respect. How can you breed a winning racehorse on a lowly diet? However, what Shoshana does with her workers is not my concern. She has her industry and I need her iron. So yes, I will turn a blind eye to deplorable conditions. It’s one of societies many necessary evils. All for the sake of progress. It has always existed in one form or another, and it will always exist.”
	“Brutii, all that Liman propaganda hammered into your skull has made you nothing more than an educated fool.”
“Excuse me?”
“Everything you just said was absolute nonsense. We don’t need slavery for progress, and just because it’s been around forever doesn’t make it okay. Even if you treat your slaves like royalty, you could beat them on a whim, and no one would bat an eye. That’s not okay, no matter how you dress it.”
“Not to undermine your opinion, Captain, but I must say that’s a bit hypocritical. I find it very hard to believe that Titan was built without slave labor.”
“You better believe it. It would have been cheaper for me to use slaves. You want to know why I’m one of the most influential people in Lima and still deep in debt? Because I don’t believe in slavery. I built Titan with immigrant dockworkers who were cheap as all hell, but free to go home at night.”
“That’s very noble of you, sir, but where did that get you? In debt, stranded in unknown lands, killing locals for gold. In my opinion, the ends always justify the means, but that also means a noble deed gone wrong is no noble deed at all. So, if I can bring our crew back home, and give the locals the wonder of iron working, then so be it. Let there be those that suffer. Heavens know that the Krea were no saints. Perhaps this is their debt to karma repaid.”
“You believe in karma, Brutii?”
“Not as a universal rule of balancing energy. This world is chaotic. Balance is fragile— stability, an illusion. There is no permanent peace, and there never will be. No matter how far we go, there will be mental illness, violence, selfishness, ego, and a lack of self-reflection. Perhaps one day we will rise above ourselves and live in tranquility, but we will be long dead when that day comes. So, until that day, we must forge forever forward against the unstoppable tide of time! We must swing with the unpredictable ups and downs and capitalize off the momentum! If I must pay the price of my own soul to bring hundreds of men home, then let my soul be soured.”
“So, what do you think is going to happen when your debt to karma is repaid? Are you looking forward to being celebrated? Do you not care that entire families live in the darkness of the mines just so you can have a pat on your back and the fleeting respect of men who would forget your name in an instant?”
“No, sir. I have no such ambitions. I simply want to be rewarded with the same respect and admiration that you have acquired through your selfless efforts, as fleeting as it may be. You are as I aspire to be, Captain Le Noire.”
His humble answer to my snark, abrasive probe threw me off guard, so I stood there for a moment while computing a response. Although I often attempted to see things critically, I couldn’t help but picture Brutii as the embodiment of Lima. Educated and efficient, yet unaware of his own evil, perhaps even thinking he was above it. When I did finally find an answer, it came from a deep, dark place, and I realized that admitting this to him was as though I was admitting it to all of Lima. “Brutii, then you aspire to be nothing more than a slave.”
I had never seen Brutii speechless. He always seemed to understand things quicker than most, and his response was always immediate. Perhaps he had preemptively thought about all conversations beforehand and could simply pick and choose from an arsenal of quick rebuttals. This was apparently not something he had planned for, and as the cogs turned in his head, he squinted and mumbled, “I don’t understand.”
“I was a slave until I was fourteen,” I admitted. “So, when you say you aspire to be like me, think about the children dying in the mines, and the opportunities they will never see.”
	“Are you serious?”
	“I’m dead serious, and don’t say a thing. Not a damn thing. If anyone finds out back in Lima, then my credibility with the upper caste vanishes.”
	A silence crept into the room. I felt relieved at first, but suddenly realized that the people I was so desperate to impress were the same people that oppressed me. Half my life had been a lie, and if the truth surfaced, I would lose everything. Close friends like Jagger, who adamantly believed in the caste system, would never look at me the same.
	Brutii breathed in deeply and said, “I understand now. I understand your stance, but if you ever want to make it back to see your son, we need to do this.”
	“So, you’re telling me there’s no other way?”
	“We need that iron. People will die working in the mines. It may be the crew, Krea, or the Cuatia, but we need that iron.”
	“Can’t we do something? We have so much power. You said one musket can pay for a whole tens days worth of food for the crew. Can’t we improve conditions in the mines and offer them freedom after we leave?”
	“That is not for me to decide, Bishop. Shoshana owns them. I don’t. You must speak to her.”
	“Yeah. We just had a discussion about it. It didn’t really go well.”
	“Well, she’s already offering the iron for free, so pressuring her will only strain our trade relations. I would say that you should wait for the child to be born, and while her emotions are fluttering, try and convince her then.”
“While her emotions are fluttering?” I repeated.
“Yes! Trust me, whatever issues you two have will vanish when you hold your baby together. At least, they will vanish for a brief moment— but history is nothing more than an unstoppable sequence of brief moments! The blink of an eye repeated a countless times! People are always easier to convince when happy, and there are few things more intoxicating than holding your new born. Capitalize off that momentum, Captain!”
I thought back to holding Hassan, and the scorn of emotions that I felt. If only that moment hadn’t been plagued by the pain of losing my wife, then perhaps I would have understood what Brutii meant. I crossed my arms and shuddered. “She wants me to name it.”
	“What a great honor! What were you thinking?”
	“I don’t know.”
	“May I make a suggestion?”
	“You always do, so go ahead.”
	“Well, as you know, Lima is undergoing a renaissance of sorts, and ancient names are all the craze. I would say you name the child after one of the mythos of old.”
	“I don’t know any myths.”
	“Actually, I’ve thought of the perfect name, and I’m very glad I can bring it up.” Brutii jumped up from behind his desk and approached me. “There was a man once, according to the ancient’s holy book, who was tasked by the omnipotent ruler of the ancient world to build an ark. The man’s name was Noah, and he preserved life on planet Earth by providing shelter to animals during a great flood.”
	“What’s an ark?”
	“It’s like a ship.”
	“What’s a ship?”
	“It’s like a cruiser, but it traveled over the ancient waters.”
	“Ah,” I said, although I felt like that answer only raised more questions. However, I was not in the mood for a lecture and simply moved on with the conversation. “So you think I should name it, Noah?”
“I think you should name the baby whatever you prefer! But educated, upper caste Liman’s love naming their children after the ancient world. It would be an appreciated nod to history! Also, the name is unisex!”
“That’s all fine and dandy, but you’re forgetting that this kid is staying here. He will never see the lights of Lima.”
“Then at the very least, you’ll have left a clever pun behind.”
“You mean you will have left a clever pun behind.”
“Well, you don’t have to take my advice! Like I said, it’s just a suggestion! But consider this; you name the baby ‘Noah’ and then tell Shoshana that it means ‘Preserver of all life!’ Perhaps that would be enough to convince her.”
“You’re trying to tell me that making this baby can end slavery?”
“I’m not trying to tell you anything! I simply believe you have a unique opportunity to make an impact, and that it is perhaps worth trying.”


Chapter 22 – Thirteenth of Stormbreak
“Captain Le Noire!” A crew member burst through the Arch entrance, his sweaty, red skin glimmering from the sun rays. The crewmember heaved for a moment to catch his breath, all the while I sat frozen, mid-bite as a few noodles hung from my mouth. “I bring word from Culanda. Shoshana is going into labor.”
	I stood up and wiped my chin. “I’m on my way!”
	I had never been much of a jogger, but now found myself running through the red dirt streets and out of Little Lima. Although I told myself that I didn’t really care about the baby, and cared even less for Shoshana, there was a wind in my bones that pushed me forward. I had missed the birth of my first born, and was not letting that happen again. The pain in my back was nonexistent, and my legs, although noticeably tired, would not stop for any reason. By the time I reached the tall grass, my clothes were drenched and my chest was stinging. A few minutes later, I almost collapsed at the feet of the local guards. They stared at me as I heaved with my hands on my knees. One of them said, “You must be here for Shoshana. Follow me” before turning to lead me through the village. With the sun beating down, and my body pushing past its limit, steam rose from my exposed skin, but I straightened my back and followed him without missing a beat.
	Cu Elmana’s yurt was surrounded by people, many of them wearing flower crowns and beaded ornaments. Thick plumes of smoke escaped the hole in center of the roof that smelled of sage and palo santo. At the door, I was confronted with a wall of herbal mist rolling out, and it took my watery eyes a moment to acclimate. When I could see clearly, I found Shoshana on her fur bed surrounded by her harem of girls, and Chief Cu Elmana at the foot of her bed delivering the baby.
	Now that I was here, I had no idea what to do. Did I have a protocol, or was I simply meant to watch? It wasn’t exactly easy to watch, but I moved to the side of her bed and held her hand. There was a small smile and a wave of relief in her expression. The young girls constantly burned bushes of dried leaves and chanted in synchrony. Had I not been a guest, I would have demanded them to stop, but I was not the person whose organs were literally rearranging, so I held my tongue and suppressed my coughs.
	Her agonizing screams went on for hours, but eventually, with one final push, the baby was born. Her head flopped back and all her muscles relaxed. Cu Elmana held a tiny, bloody baby in his hands, and to my shock and horror, he submerged it fully underwater. I almost wanted to fly into a rage, but that was just my paternal instincts kicking in. When he pulled the baby out, it was crying and screaming, kicking its little legs ferociously, much to the surprise of all of us. He was announced male by the chief, then handed to the young girls, who wrapped him up in oiled cloth. The baby was then given to me.
	This time it all felt different. There was no seeping pain of loss, there was only an optimistic joy— an unrivaled hope that the future was perhaps brighter than I had thought. Shoshana reached up, and I leaned down to present the child. “Good job,” I said with a little smile.
	“You saw his energy? He was only just born and already filled with energy. I told you that this boy would be different.”
	“He is different,” I confirmed while handing the boy to her. “And we will name him… Noah, preserver of all life.”
	At the sound of his new name, she lit up in glowing radiance. “Noah,” she repeated. “Preserver of all life…”
	“Maybe that’s a bit much to put on his shoulders,” I said with a little laugh. “He’s only just breathing on his own and already carrying the world.”
	“Why have you chosen this name?”
	“Well, the professor recommended it. It’s the name of some guy in an ancient myth who built an ark.”
	“What’s an ark?”
	“I’m not sure, to be honest.”	
	She looked down at little Noah and said, “I like the name. He will be resilient, and brave, and honest. This boy is pure magic. I can feel it.”
That evening we lay in the grass together by the communal bonfire, under the night sky. Shoshana cradled the boy as I cradled her. We sat quietly for hours until I finally had the courage to readdress her stance on slavery. “You’re so gentle with the baby. I find it hard to believe that you’re the same person who’s exterminating the Krea.”
She looked up towards me. “Is it really that strange? Love and hate come in equal magnitudes. Would you not protect your child with all your might, and then sharpen your teeth at the sight of a threat?”
“The Krea are not a threat anymore. We won the battle at Pada dey Cuebaña. It’s wrong to punish those for the crimes that one man did. It’s not right.”
“I’m not doing this because I think it’s right. I’m doing this because they threaten our way of life. Those that have suffered demand retribution. The Krea deserve death. Do you not agree? Would you not do the same to those that tortured you?”
“There are some men I would like to bury, but I wouldn’t punish their children. This is not their punishment to take.”
“The Krea all believe their people superior and found sport in hunting others. Their holidays centered around sacrificing my kin. Ada Machika was the head of the serpent, but the body was just as wicked. It may not have fangs, but it can still wrap around our necks. They all took part. They are all guilty.”
“Kids aren’t born wicked. They don’t know the difference between right and wrong. They would believe that wind is trees sneezing, if you tell them that…”
“Where does wind come from?” She asked curiously.
“I don’t know, but probably not that.”
“You have all this power, Bishop. You ride a mountain of iron and caste lightning from spears, but you do not know all life’s mysteries. You cannot come to these lands to conquer and claim treasure for yourself, then preach to me what I should do with my foes. I will not argue that my choices are, ‘right’ or ‘wrong,’ and I do not care. I was forced to cut open the chests of my family and friends to prevent the complete annihilation of my people. I was forced to present the beating hearts of people I loved to the Krea masses, and recite poems to appease the Midnight Queen. But in those final moments, I whispered to my kin that I would wipe the Krea from the face of the Earth, every man woman and child. This the promise I made, and I will see it happen. Let them die in the mines. Why would I let them see the sky? Just for them to beg their god? The same god that demanded sacrifice? Why would I feed them anything other than rot? Just for them to gain strength? Why would I give them mercy when they never extended it to me?”
A sudden realization dawned on me. To Glaciea, slavery was a business, but to Shoshana, slavery was a genocidal punishment— a vengeance by depriving men from every comfort imaginable.
The bonfire cast dancing light across her beautiful, soft featured face, and as she lay there with the child in her arms, I realized that behind her astounding beauty, there was a young woman who had been in unimaginable pain. She had been forced to ritualistically cut out the hearts of her loved ones to prevent a war. Ada Machika had made her a monster, and had she been anyone else, I would have stood up and left. But something compelled me to stay. Perhaps it was the paternal instinct to protect her and the boy, or perhaps it was the fact that I couldn’t bear to lose someone again. I placed my hand on her chin, and after a passionate kiss, I told her, “This conversation isn’t over.”
“I know.” She smiled.


Chapter 23 – A Second Chance
For the next half-year, we continued discussing the Krea slaves, but found little common ground. Shoshana simply refused to change her mind, which at first seemed like mere stubbornness, but it became increasingly clear that she had a devout loyalty to the dead. She mentioned on multiple occasions, “Ancestors are always watching, and they decide our fate. I will never break a promise.”
I had the tendency to forget that she was the spiritual guide to the region, and she was often called into action as a medicine woman or a psychic. On days like this, when she was indisposed by her pagan duties, I would take hikes with Noah strapped to my back. In these golden, rolling hills, there was a serene silence. Living in Lima for so long, I had begun to ignore the ever present urban noise. Even Titan’s ambiance, I no longer registered, which sounded with such a tremendous, constant clatter that fresh recruits often suffered from migraines and insomnia. It was only now, in this distant land, that I was reminded of true tranquility. During these days, I would sit with little Noah in the shade of an ancient tree and feel content with the simplicity of life.
The life I was building with the Cuatia felt like a second chance. Every moment I missed with little Hassan, I got to spend with little Noah. Although I could never know if I was truly Noah’s father, the moment I held him in my arms, I felt love. A bitter realization dawned on me that I would eventually have to leave this land, and that I couldn’t take the boy with me. Instead of letting my heart ache, I decided to give all the love I could in this small window of time. Every time Brutii sent good news about Titan’s progress, my first thought was an enthusiastic, “Yes! I’m coming home, Hassan!” followed by sorrow, and me hugging Noah extra tight those nights.
Little Noah hardly ever cried, and he had a very expressive face that would smile brightly as Shoshana played with his feet. All new parents I’ve ever met were convinced that their child was something special, but I had the unique opportunity to look at him from the perspective of, “He might not be mine, but I will treat him as my own and love him regardless.” So, I could truly appreciate the boy from a ‘less biased’ perspective.
Much to my pride, little Noah held his own weight at only six months. As long as I kept him balanced, he could bear the weight of his body with his legs. It wouldn’t be long before he took his first steps. One day, as I was helping him practice walking, a Cuatian warrior interrupted us. 
“Shoshana,” he said while barging in. “One of our outposts was raided yesterday evening.”
Although I was in shock at the news, since it had been an uneventful half year, Shoshana didn’t miss a beat. “How many have died?” she asked.
“Sixteen. There was one survivor who managed to escape. He ran through the night to warn us. He said there were hundreds of Krea.”
“Hundreds?” I glanced towards Shoshana, who narrowed her eyes and said, “We must end this.” She then stood up and exited the yurt. I followed right behind her with Noah in my arms, only to find a militia force gathering by the cul-de-sac center. By now, the Cuatia had amassed a collection of armor similar to standard mercenaries, but a bit cruder. A few crew members also stood in the mix. Apparently, the camaraderie between our cultures had advanced to the point that their fight was our fight. Rico stood in the front and smiled when he saw me. When I approached him, he reached out to give Noah a little pinch on the cheek. “Chubby babies are the cutest.”
“Rico, what are you doing?”
“We’ve been guests here for long enough that I feel an obligation to stand with them in battle. I wouldn’t want them to lose this paradise. Don’t you agree?”
“I do, but we’ve already lost a quarter of the crew, and you’re my right-hand man. I don’t want to lose you too.”
“Captain, I am adamant that the Krea will be dealt with swiftly. Besides, there are plenty of Cuatian men who would eagerly join the ranks of Titan. We will have no shortage of volunteers.”
Rico’s romantic interest, who had been standing beside us, said, “If you will allow me, I would like to join. Rico has told me much about Lima.”
“It’s overrated,” I replied before shaking his hand. “I’m sorry, I don’t think I’ve ever caught your name.”
“Docanarhama.”
“I’m going to call you Doc, if that’s ok.”
“All the crew calls me that.” He smiled, showing a pearly white smile, albeit a little crooked. Blue tattoos crisscrossed and dotted his face. Gold studded braids reached his lower back where they dangled loosely. I had caught Rico staring at the thick strands more than once. He mentioned that he found it ‘hypnotic.’ Docanarhama was also far taller than the average Cuatian, even taller than Rico, who stood like a tower in a crowd. “Will you be joining us, Mr. Bishop?” Docanarhama asked.
“I don’t think so.”
“I think you should. As a show of good faith,” Rico remarked. “We need our general, after all.”
“Shoshana has already assumed that role. Besides, who’s going to take care of Noah?”
“There’s a whole village here to support the boy. Doesn’t he have like six girls whose job it is to tend to him?” Rico asked dryly.
“Yeah, but what if the battle goes badly, and we don’t return? Then what?”
“We beat them once and we will beat them again. Besides, its about time you pop your cherry and take a life.”
“I’ve never had such an aspiration, Rico.”
“I’m just saying. It might be a good idea to know the feeling. One day, you may not have a choice, and then you don’t want to hesitate for even a second.”
“If I just plan carefully, then I can probably just avoid combat all together.”
“I’ve worked on caravans for a very long time, Bishop. The day will come that you make your first kill, and it’s better to decide yourself when that day comes, rather than to wait for the day to come to you. Trust me.” He leaned forward, and repeated softly. “Trust me.”
“I don’t want to kill anyone. One time, I shot someone’s hand off with a blunderbuss. It made me feel sick,” I recalled softly as I turned to Shoshana, who was inspecting the troops and giving them orders. Her lighthearted demeanor had been replaced her vengeful alter-ego. The same expression I saw in her when she tried to slit my throat. “I’m not going to kill anyone, Rico. But I’ll join to make sure my troops aren’t led into a brazen slaughter.”
“Slaughter of the Krea, maybe,” Docanarhama quipped.
We spent the next hour loitering while Shoshana pulled resources together and created a formidable army, complete with medics and cooks. The Cuatia had no mules or such, so those that carried the army’s burdens were people unfit for battle, but still willing, to join. As we loitered, Docanarhama explained that small skirmishes had been happening on the boarders, but rarely led to casualties. Rumor was that this was the last of the Krea, and that they had banned together to from one last defiant stand. I expressed my concern about their combat potential, to which Docanarhama asserted, “Their best and brightest fell at Pada dey Cuebaña. This is what’s left, and they are not to be feared. Besides we have thunderspears!” He held his musket high.
	Shoshana approached me by midday. Little Noah reached for her with outstretched arms and nearly jumped from my chest to get to her. “If you’re joining us, you should wear some armor,” Shoshana announced while taking little Noah.
	“I don’t plan on getting into combat.”
	“I don’t care.” Shoshana turned to one of her men and said, “Get him some armor.”
	“Yes, Priestess.” He turned and left, and I called after him, “Just get me something light! I can’t carry too much weight for too long.” I then looked towards Shoshana and asked, “What’s the plan?”
	“We will reach the outpost by midnight where we will rest for a few hours— in uniform. Then we will wake, eat, and hunt down the remaining Krea.”
	“This isn’t a plan. It’s a rushed effort, and it’s dangerous. We don’t know if we are heading into a trap.”
	“We are most likely heading into a trap, but this is what we’ve been waiting for. We have all the remaining Krea in one spot. Even if they are ambushing us, they are outnumbered and out gunned. Besides, their ambush means little if we are prepared. They have no element of surprise.”
	“You’ll lose more men than you need to.”
	“I’ll lose far more if I let them live. Do you not see, Bishop? Had I not searched for survivors, then they would have a larger force now. Their revenge was unavoidable, and my only regret is that I didn’t hunt them more viciously. I should have sent out hundreds of war parties with the intention to kill on sight.” As she said this, she held Noah close to her chest and swayed him in a comforting gesture. 
	I looked towards Rico, who just stared back at me blankly, giving me no indication of where his opinion stood. There was little point arguing, especially since I knew that she was right; the Krea were going to exact revenge. Had the Cuatia remained idle after their victory, then the Krea would have had time to prepare a brutal response for loss of their capital the death of their leader. “Shoshana, darling, I agree. Peace is not an option, and if that means war, then I’d rather see them perish, but please be careful.”
	It was an hour later that we gave Noah a big kiss and hug before handing him to Cu Elmana. “We’ll be back,” I told him.
	Cu Elmana smiled and announced, “And when we meet again, there will be peace!” I placed my hand on Noah’s forehead as Shoshana leaned in to kiss him. Then she turned to me and nodded.
We left the village and began our march, Shoshana, Rico, Docanarhama and I were at the front of our disorderly mob. Disorderly or not, it was a menacing bunch. Men that had at first been subservient and fearful of their enemy were now hardened by their time in slavery, and eager to exact justice.
A leather segmentata had been given to me, although I refused a musket, mainly because I didn’t want to carry something heavy for an entire day. As we drew near the mountains, the greenery thickened, and a calm mist hung above a fluffy, mossy Earth. Docanarhama said, “If we go high enough, we find the origin of the Cuebaña. Snowmelt births the river that allows the Krea to thrive. It is sacred to them.”
	“Should I be concerned?”
	“No. They are weak and desperate.”
	The soft, mossy ground soon began to crackle as the frost crystals shattered under trampling boots. My breath became thick in the air— a sensation I had experienced often during the long, dark nights in the dunes. However, I had forgotten the biting sensation of snow on my skin, and it brought a bittersweet nostalgia of my tundra youth. The whole army lit up their torches and clumped closer as we climbed higher. After a day’s march, we reached the outpost— a small compound with wooden walls, a tower, and a handful of ransacked yurts. A few polls that made the walls had been repurposed to display mutilated Cuatia warriors. Torches illuminated the frozen, purple organs. As morbid as it was, I simply couldn’t look away.
	The men split up and slowly swept all angles of the compound in search of clues to where the Krea might have gone. A disproportionate amount of musket impacts were found. There had been seventeen men total stationed here, and none of them would have been able to reload fast enough to amount to all these impact zones. Meaning that the Krea had somehow gotten their hands on muskets.
From the tower, I could see that the dead were being buried. Before they could be covered, I slid down the ladder and approached the grave diggers. “Wait,” I shouted right before they were about to throw the frozen Earth upon their fallen comrades. “Let me get a good look at the bodies.”
	I shined my flickering light over the shallow grave. The corpses showed clear signs of musket impacts— one of them had his orbital lobe shattered, exposing a brain that had been preserved by the temperature.
	“I need to talk to the soldier that escaped this outpost yesterday. Where is he?”
	“He’s resting in Culanda. He hiked all night to get word to us.”
	I stepped out of the grave, looked towards the gravedigger, and said, “You can bury them now.” Then went out to find Shoshana. When I found her, she was meditating in one of the yurts. “Shoshana, I think the Krea have muskets.”
	She looked back over her shoulders, whipping her braided ponytail. “You think they have muskets?” she repeated.
	“Yes. The one Cuatia warrior who escaped this outpost, was he even anywhere near it when it happened?”
	“He was out on patrol, and only heard the battle.”
	“So, he probably just thought that those muskets were Cuatian. What’s the plan now? The Krea are more prepared than we expected.”
“We will continue regardless. They may be more prepared than we anticipated, but they are still outnumbered.” She stood up and approached me, kissed me on the cheek, and said, “I want to end this conflict once and for all, no matter the cost.”

Chapter 24 – A Distant Fire
While the others shivered in the cold and found no rest that night, I slept soundly next to Shoshana. My youth in the tundra had hardened me, and this temperature was nothing more than a minor nuisance. When dawn came, I left my yurt with a yawn and was immediately greeted with a steaming bowl of beans. “You’re up early,” said the cook.
“So are you,” I responded.
“Yeah, but that’s my job. You, on the other hand, could sleep for another hour. You’re crazy for leaving the warmth willingly. Aren’t you cold in your t-shirt? Don’t you want a cloak or something?”
“I’m fine. Basking in the sun is my favorite part of the day. Makes me feel free.” I continued to the watch tower, where I had planned to witness the sunrise.
The day was crystal clear and all the region was illuminated by the soft morning sun. When I was working in Lima, I had some opportunities to climb towers of wealthy upper-caste residents. A few times I had even stood on the balcony of Huysvaughn’s tower, which was situated on the hill in Acriplia. All of Lima seemed so vast, and yet somehow so small, from that height. All the landmarks that seemed so distant were suddenly within one field of vision. It’s not strange to believe that men who grew up in Acriplia had a different perspective on life. When viewing the world from a bird’s eye view, the everyday struggles of the common man seem so small. So, as I sat on the top of the mountain, enjoying my humble meal of beans, I laughed at their arrogance, for most of them had never been near this elevation.
From here, I could see everything from the Shifting Sands in the east, the mountain range in the west, and the red cracked earth and golden fields in between. I strained my eyes to make out a minuscule Titan. It almost seemed like I could reach out and flick it into the desert depths with just my finger. I then trailed the path to Culanda, which was marked by a thick, black smoke signal.
I was half way through my meal when I realized something sinister. These were no ordinary smoke signals. There was no mores code hidden in the puffs. It was simply a massive, untamed plume that obscured the distant sky. “Uh-oh…” I said as I placed my bowl to the side and slid down the ladder. What started out as a concern, became a full-blown panic as I burst into the yurt where Shoshana still lay in her fur blankets. “Wake up!”
She jumped to her feet in an instant. “Are the Krea attacking?”
“I think so.”
“What do you mean ‘you think?’”
I pulled her out of the tent and we ran to the watch tower. When we ascended the ladder and peered over the wall, she stood speechless for a moment, her expression melting in to panic much like how I imagined my own expression to have looked. “How could I have been this stupid?” She whispered. Then in synchrony, the realization dawned on us both that our son was still Culanda. “NOAH!”
We awoke the camp in such a ruckus that many men exited their tents with weapons drawn. I decided that I wouldn’t wait for an organized retreat, and instead hustled together a rag-tag team of whoever was in my closest vicinity to begin our march back. Luckily, the way down was much faster than the way up, and we stampeded down the mountain like a human avalanche. In the best-case scenario, Culanda was ten hours away. As much as I was filled with dread, I couldn’t help but appreciate that this had happened on a day with clear skies. We may have not noticed for days had it been cloudy.
The men begrudgingly slowed to a brisk walking, knowing that there would be little fight left in us after a marathon. It irritated me that my body couldn’t sprint across the country to get to my child, but my mind kept demanding this ridiculous request. I started out as the first man in the race, but much of the younger, fitter men quickly passed me by. Despite having walked all day yesterday, and having slept in the shivering cold, their comfortable pace was a fast jog over the uneven terrain. Since the Cuatian community was relatively small, amounting to little over six thousand members across the region, I had become familiar with most of the able-bodied men, which made up about a quarter of the total population. Although I was sweating like a fountain and heaving like a vacuum, I felt a reassurance in the knowledge that these men would make it to the village long before me.
Try as I might, I simply couldn’t shake the disturbing image of Noah sacrificed in the horrendous Krea fashion, and I prayed that he had been brought to the safety of Titan. This terrible thought alone drove me to continue even after my legs began to buckle. I would take occasional ten second rests before the image of my baby sacrificed forced me to my feet again.
As we strayed further from the mountains, we reached the terrain I was more familiar with. I entered the tall, swaying grass, much of which had been trampled by the troops that proceeded me. Despite that most of the golden reeds had been flattened, a handful of robust specimens remained erect and blocked my view. While in the middle of the field, there were only two things that I could observe— the wall of tall grass surrounding me, and the rising black smoke which increasingly obscured the blue sky as I drew near my destination.
It wasn’t long before I heard the ambiance of post-battle misery— the sound of wailing and crying, crackling wood, and the whoosh of ash rising with heated air. Thick, musket smoke hung at knee height, and the acidic scent of soursalt stung in my nose. Although the combat had ended, the men had their hands full as they attempted to subdue the fire with their limited water supply. In their desperate delusion, they failed to realize that there was nothing left to save.
It seemed the Krea invasion was rushed, as there were no ritualistically mutilated victims, and their sole purpose was to exact revenge for Pada dey Cuebaña. At one point, I heard a labored cough coming from a deathly wounded Krea warrior, and without much thought, I unloaded my frustration by crushing his windpipe underneath my boot. It was only after his eyes shot open and looked up at me that I realized what I had done, and as I watched the spirit leave his body, the thought dawned on me, “I just made my first kill.”
I thought I was going to feel a seeping nausea, but it felt so natural, and as I took a moment to observe the body lose its ethereal weight, I felt an immense hatred brewing— a paternal rage that would drive me to eliminate any threat that ever came this close to Noah again.
To my horror, the main cul-de-sac was hit the hardest. There was nothing left but a smoldering heap. Although the Krea attack was rushed, they had taken the time to display Cu Elmana on a pole. His body was painted white and dotted with fresh, black and red piercings, similar to how the Krea decorated themselves. A sobbing Shoshana was on her knees at the feet of her father. I collapsed beside her and held her tightly. “He never wanted any of this,” she said. “His whole life he did everything he could to preserve balance. He was a good man. He was a man of peace and love.”
“Is Noah safe?” I asked her. Perhaps I should have been more sensitive to her loss, but I had to know. The thought had consumed me the entire journey here.
“The girls brought him to Titan, I have been told.”
I sighed and looked up to the sky, only to find thick black clouds and falling ash. “I’m sorry, Shoshana. I’m sorry for everything that’s happened. I should have never come here. I shouldn’t have gotten involved.”
“No. You freed us. Without you, we would have still been slaves.” She wiped the tears from her cheeks. “It was my mistake. I should have never captured the Krea. I should have executed them all.” She stood up and kissed her father’s hand before placing his cold palm against her cheek. “We will have peace,” she promised him.
The path back to Titan was thick with bodies. Although they were almost exclusively Cuatian at first, there was a portion of the path where a grim battle had taken place. It seemed the ground was more skin than dirt. I wondered how long this barren soil had been without rain, and if it’s color had come from battles past. Horrifically, the ground had moistened to mud, and our steps were steadier on the backs of the dead. I couldn’t help but imagine the Earth itself grabbing onto my boots, and damned souls attempting to drag me into the ground as I used their bodies as cadaver rafts in an ocean of misery. 
The stories of Lima’s many immigrants and refugees replayed in my head. When I still worked as a package handler down by Lima’s cliff, the dockworkers had explained that Lima’s imperial colonialism led to the slaughter and genocide of countless tribes. Displaced and without any other option, they decided to come to Lima as free men, rather than fight the ever powerful force and be turned to slaves. During lunch, one man explained in gruesome detail how the very air would morph due to the gasses released from so many corpses. I couldn’t help but come to the conclusion that I was the devil in these horror stories. I had sold the weapons, and whereas most merchants left before watching a region spiral into war, I had seen the effects of my greed first hand. Now, I stood amidst the thick, rising steam of hundreds of dead.
Once we were close enough to Titan, we saw improvised defenses surrounding Little Lima. Barricades made out of red clay bricks with an entire army aiming in our direction. “Welcome back, Captain.” A crew member shouted, prompting the men to hail us.
	“Where is my boy?” I asked loudly towards the troops.
	“With Brutii in the tower,” a Cuatian man responded.
	Shoshana and I made our way through the tight, serpentine streets of Little Lima. On multiple occasions, Cuatian citizens threw themselves at her feet and begged for blessings. She would lift them up and wipe away their tears, which was admirable, but it soon became apparent that we couldn’t walk three steps without having to give attention to a wailing refugee. After the tenth request, Shoshana would only recite a quick mantra without slowing her pace. Titan’s hangar had become an improvised hospital where an understaffed medical team scrambled in a flurry to aid the many wounded. Idle crewmembers watched from the catwalk. “What the hell are you doing just standing here? Make yourself useful!” I shouted.
	“At once, Captain!” the crew responded.
	Once we made it up the crowsnest ladder, we saw Brutii and Tickolo playing with a giggling Noah. “Papa!” Noah shouted, causing Shoshana and I to glance at one another with hanging jaws. That was his first word. Brutii then shouted, “Yes! I showed him a portrait of you and kept repeating it. Looks like the kid picked it up!”
Shoshana and I ran over to the boy and squeezed him between the two of us, and the world suddenly felt right again. We spent the next few hours rejoicing while simultaneously mourning the loss of the many people that had fallen at Culanda. Brutii said that Tickolo was the first to notice the fire, and that if it hadn’t been for him, they might not have had enough time to prepare. “Looks like the old kook was useful for something,” I thought.
Brutii had planned to drive the Krea from Culanda, but the Krea came in with overwhelming numbers, turning Brutii’s counter attack into a civilian extraction. Barbarically, the Krea army consisted almost entirely of women and children. The children, I was told, were fast, ferocious, and harder to hit. What twisted minds these poor youths must have had after coming from a culture that idolized violence, then spending half a year in fear of slavery.
 “Sir, I have… how should I put it?... ‘Unfortunate’ news,” said Brtuii slowly. “It seems that the mercenaries once under your employment have decided to join the Krea. They we’re spotted leading the assault.” 
“Are you serious?”
“Yes, I can only assume that in their exile they solidified some kind of agreement with the remaining Krea. The enemy of my enemy is my friend, after all. And with nowhere else to turn, they must have exchanged information for protection. My understanding is that they raided the mines, armed the slaves, and organized this assault. Also, remember the many firearms that were lost at Pada dey Cuebaña? Well, they are in the hands of our opposition, along with all the equipment stolen from the mines. We are now fighting an enemy with equal arsenal. Then again, their force is mostly woman and children. The number of our able-bodied men rival their total numbers. I’d say we still have a massive advantage.”
I looked out the window and saw the still rising smoke from Culanda. The mere thought that my weapons had fallen into the hands of children, who were now expected to fight till the death, was sickening. But lately, my stomach had hardened, and I had the ability to suppress my nausea. “How much longer until Titan is ready?” I asked Brutii
“Hard to say. I was hoping that it would be finished in a year, but now that the mines are not producing iron, there’s no saying. I would need at least one more massive shipment.”
“How much exactly?”
“I would say that our current surplus can last us half a year. Then we would only need one more big push!”
“And you can guarantee that this is enough to get Titan operational?”
“Captain, I can’t guarantee anything other than my willingness and work ethic.”
“So far you’ve made wonders happen, but we’re still stuck here. I want you to double your efforts.”
“So, basically quadruple my effort? I’m already doing twice what the regular man would attempt, if not more!” Brutii proclaimed with a stiffened back.
“Just get it done. I want to leave the moment Titan lifts from her brace, and I’m never coming back here,” when I said this, Shoshana stopped bouncing Noah and turned to me, but she didn’t say anything. She knew what the deal was, and my departure was long overdue. I walked towards the ladderwell, and as I opened the hatch, I said, “I’m going to get you all the iron you could possibly need.”
Soon after, I found myself staring out the Arch’s window in contemplation of my actions. Be it true or not, I simply couldn’t shake the feeling that I had set out on a journey fueled by greed. I had plunged a region into a desperate, bloody war, all because I wanted to stand on a pile of gold. I had abandoned my son and brother for a new family that, in turn, I would abandon at the first opportunity. A swirling pain went about my stomach— a pain of guilt and shame. A pain that before would have made me buckle, but now I stood in silence, solemnly with my disgrace.


Chapter 25 – To the Mines
It would be one-hundred-fifty days before the iron surplus depleted and we were forced back to the mines. During this period, Little Lima was beginning to resemble her distant counterpart as homeless, jobless refugees loitered about in the town’s fringes. The smithing industry became a no-go zone for anyone not working, creating a segregation of classes. Impoverished souls on the fringes, then the workers, then the leaders living in Titan like a palace in the center.
Although I had sympathy for the fact that their village had been sacked and their leader killed, I found it frustrating that a large portion of the population resorted to begging, rather than making themselves useful. Whenever I stepped out of the industry center, a swarm of vagabonds would fall at my feet. There were hardly enough resources to support the functioning members of Little Lima, and half the population simply expected to be fed without contributing. It would only be when the iron surplus ran dry that we found a use for the jobless population. They would pull the carts when we extract the iron from the mines.

Brutii fashioned a fleet of wagons, Rico briefed the less experienced militia, and Shoshana provided moral strength to the many dehydrated, dizzy volunteers. The journey began at nine in the morning, and by noon, the first collapsed. The last thing I wanted was to be caught by nightfall during transit, and fainting fools would only slow us down. Had I let him recover on one of the carts, I feared that others would envy him and see fainting as an opportunity to enjoy an easy ride. So, I gave him a sip of water and let him rest in the dirt a minute before telling him, “We’re not moving. If the Krea attack us now, it’s your fault.” Suddenly, with the weight of the world on his shoulders, he found the strength to stand.
	The marauding of Culanda had scorched much of the arid surrounding vegetation, including the golden fields. I hadn’t been this far from Titan since that day, so I was surprised to find that juvenile reeds had risen from the ashes. These reeds were darker and swayed at ankle height. For now, we felt safe in the fact that we could see a few hundred meters in all directions, but the mines were situated at the foot of the mountains, and we would soon enter a forest. If an ambush was to befall us, then it would be towards the end of this journey.
	As we crossed the fields, Culanda stood at a distance. The natives whispered prayers to protect themselves against the vengeful spirits who lingered. Although I didn’t believe any of the nonsense, I felt unsettled by the charred remnants of what was once a happy, peaceful place.
	As the elevation increased, the pines thickened around us. My pocket watch had broken, so I calculated the passage of time by the position of the sun, which was more guess work than anything else. Ironically, I could envision entire blueprints in my imagination, but always struggled to estimate the time of day.
	Miraculously, we made it to the mines without encountering Krea, which Rico noted was, “Too good to be true,” as he immediately began organizing groups to patrol the area around the mines. Shoshana began managing food rations and preparing men to hunt and gather systematically in a way that could feed an army. It always surprised me how, on one hand, she believed that spirits and stars guided destiny, while on the other hand, she could think critically and manage hundreds of people with ease.
	To satisfy my curiosity, I decided to get a good look in the mines. A small team volunteered to join me, mostly Cuatian men with a few Liman crewmembers. What we found was an intricate network of tunnels and caverns beautifully decorated with taffrails that closely resembled the carved art of Pada dey Cuebaña. The subterranean labyrinth had kitchens, infirmaries, and a temple, with halls tall enough to jump in. I remembered the tour that Ada Machika gave me, and how impressed I was by the Krea ingenuity. While the Cuatian population had resorted to begging after their leather yurts were destroyed, the Krea had created a vast network with limited light, food, and tools.
	A large room was was filled with raw iron ore, which I immediately ordered to be hauled to the surface. As I ascended the carved stairway, I felt an appreciation for the Krea, and an irritation form for the Cuatian mentality. There was no doubt in my mind why the Krea were the dominant culture in the region.
	When the Krea had pillaged the mines, the Cuatian guards had been nailed to the wooden poles with their chest ripped open. After half a year exposed to the elements, many corpses had deteriorated and ripped at the joints, leaving only a pair of decrepit arms or hands dangling in the wind. The damned were gathered and cremated in a pit, and given their final blessings by Shoshana.
	As the burning pile cast dancing light across the crowd, I couldn’t help but remember the festivities once enjoyed around the bonfires in Culanda. Around me stood the malnourished, tired men and women who once danced nightly and celebrated life with endless narcotics and free love. It was a tragic loss made more tragic by their unwillingness to rebuild, as opposed to the Krea, who had refused to surrender even when enslaved and encapsulated under a mountain. Truly, such a resilience was to be respected.
	The iron industry was revived immediately after the cremation ceremony. However, there was no fuel, and all the trees within a kilometer radius of the camp had already been harvested. I didn’t want to send anyone away from the safety of the fort at night to drag a tree trunk back, which was when the wicked thought intruded itself, “We should have used the corpses to fuel the furnace.” Although the thought came from within, it still caught me off guard, and I briefly considered that perhaps Ada Machika’s spirit did dwell in my body. But that was just wishful thinking. The truth was that, in my desperation, I was beginning to lose my humanity. When Titan had fallen into her brace so abruptly, all mirrors and fragile glass had shattered. It was now only on rare occasions that I could stare into my own reflection, but when I did, only a stranger inhabited the rippling waters. That night, as I lay next to Shoshana in our tent, I couldn’t sleep. Returning to the mines had set off an invisible timer. Somewhere, somehow, the Krea were watching.
	A hundred men working around the clock had produced enough refined iron to fill Brutii’s requirements within a week. Everything was going perfectly, but I had only grown more anxious with the lack of conflict. Rico’s ever-calm demeanor remained unchanging as he said, “We’re probably going to get ambushed on the way back.”
	“How do we counter an ambush?”
	“We don’t. Since we’re pulling karts, we’re confined to the beaten path. We would need to send out scouts while on march, which is basically asking those men to sacrifice themselves. It would also spread our forces thin.” Rico sliced off a piece of meat from the young doe we had caught in a snare. He then placed the stake on a long stick and suspended it over the fire. “We haven't lost any men in the hunt, yet, but there are signs that the Krea are everywhere in the surrounding bush.”
	“What kinds of signs?”
	“Mostly footprints.”
	“Footprints?” I inquired. “Couldn’t that just have been our own men?”
	“Adolescent footprints,” Rico elaborated.
	“Ah.” We both stood quietly for a moment as we watched the venison sizzle above the fire. After a few minutes, Rico retrieved the meat and repositioned it so that the other side would cook properly. He then reached into his pocket and pulled out a folded leather patch. “We also found this by a snare trap that had been set off, but had no catch.”
	I unfolded the leather and found red and black piercings. Rico then grabbed a red one and inspected it. “The snare must have had such a crack that the piercings just flew out. I’d say that’s one hell of a compliment to our hunters.”
	“Compliment?” I repeated under my breath. “Don’t you think it’s a bit morbid that we are at war with child soldiers. What do you think about all this?”
	Rico sighed as he tossed the piercing into the fire. Then he placed his hands on his hips and looked up at the sky. “Years ago, when I just started running caravans, my crew had gotten lost in raider territory. I had studied maps of the dunes, but everything looks the same once you’re in the desert, and with the guiding stars shrouded by the storm, we rode right into an ambush. They had been hiding under the sand like sicarius spiders, and when we got close, they rose from the Earth and shoved metal poles into our tracks. Nothing can prepare you for the confusion of fighting in the pitch black. There was no telling how many there were, where they were coming from, or what they looked like. Only when they dashed in front of the headlights did I get a few rare glimpses.”
	Rico paused his story and pulled his charred meat from the fire, which he placed on the butchers table and cut down the middle. He gave me half and we began walking slowly, ripping at the unevenly cooked meat with our hands and teeth. “We won, obviously, else I’d not be alive to tell the tale, but after the battle, I was seething with fear, pride and anger, all at once. With so much emotion, I was so curious to see my enemies face. By morning, the storm had buried most of the corpses, so as the crew began repairs, I ordered the bodies to be dug up. The first raider we uncovered couldn’t have been older than thirteen, and I remember killing precisely twelve raiders that night. Some of them I had beheaded with a clean cut of my saber.”
	We stopped wandering and turned to face each other. He took a deep breath and continued. “Needless to say, my pride quickly turned to disgust, and the disgust has followed me ever since. But I’ve had years to think about that moment, and I’ve come to the conclusion that if someone tries to kill me, then that someone has to die.”
	I looked back at the butcher table, where the limbs and head of a young doe had been severed from the body. “And what do you feel now?” I asked him. “Now that you might have to relive that moment?”
	Rico placed a hand on my shoulder, leaned forward and softly whispered, “I am mortified, but I will not hesitate.”
	His expression was as cool as it had ever been, which only made that statement more jarring. “You won’t hesitate?” I repeated.
	“No. I won’t. And when that moment comes, you won’t hesitate either.” He took a step back and nodded with a small, sympathetic smile, as if he was preemptively mourning the loss of my innocence— whatever innocence was left. He then ripped a piece of red meat with a taring bite. “We’re all animals. Don’t be mistaken. Your morals will vanish soon enough when threatened.” His eyes began watering— just enough for me to see a deep, hidden pain. Before a teardrop could form, he wiped it away with his sleeve, and as he turned to exit our dialogue, he put one final cap on the conversation. “This is war, Bishop. Survive now, regret later.”

	“Survive now, regret later…” I repeated a hundred times under my breath that evening. Shoshana said that I even whispered it in my sleep. Perhaps I was struggling to compartmentalize this morbid perspective. It went so deeply against my moral code when applied to killing children, and yet, I knew there was no escape from reality. In nature, there is no such thing as right or wrong. There are simply those that survive and those that don’t. When fight or flight is activated, men are reduced to their instincts. Training might prepare men to make better decisions, but ultimately, their reactions stem from the will to survive. After war, when they return to civilization, their deeds are put on trial, either by their peers or their own conscience. The superficial values of society press against them from all angles, and good, honest men become guilt ridden. The next morning, as I sat on a mossy log in the low mist, I wondered, “Was it fair to judge a man by the standards of peace when his deeds had been forced in a world of violence?”
	“You seem worried.” Shoshana placed her hand on my head and scooted beside me so we could share the mossy log. Her folded legs pressed against mine as she ran her fingers through my hair.
	“I’m just thinking.”
	“About what?”
	I looked up towards Rico, who was at a distance, standing on a tower and staring out over the surrounding landscape. “I’m just very confused,” I admitted after a moment of thought. I then turned to Shoshana and gave her a kiss. “When Titan is rebuilt, I want you to come with me. Come to Lima.”
	Shoshana smiled ever so slightly. Her teeth shining like polished marble behind soft, pink lips. For a moment, I could see her considering it, but then her smile faded. “You know I can’t do that.”
	“Why not? There’s nothing left here. I can bring your whole tribe, everyone that’s still alive. We can leave the Krea, and let them rule this land. We will find a new one. No more violence.”
	“This is very sudden. Why suggest this now?”
	“I brought war to this land, and I didn’t care until Noah was born. But how can I leave now? How can I leave my child behind when I’ve seen the suffering? I’ll regret it for the rest of my life.”
	Shoshana stood up and positioned herself in front of me. She grabbed my head and focused my face towards hers. “Then help us win.”
	“I don’t want to fight child soldiers.” I shuttered and shrugged her hands away. “The only solution is bringing everyone with me.”
	“Children or not, they are our enemies. Do you know how many infants I saw thrown into Ada Machika’s pit?”
	“Then what makes you better than Ada Machika?” I asked her sternly.
	Her response was emotionally charged and immediate. “I never said I was better! It’s us against them! There is no place for mercy when all is at risk.”
	We stared at each other for a moment. Her eyes jetted a ferocious aggression, similar to the expression that she gave me when we first met— when she considered me a threat. Perhaps equating her to the man that held her hostage and repeatedly raped her was a poor choice on my part. I stood up and took a step forward, grabbed her arms and pressed my chest against hers. “I love you, and I don’t want to leave you here. This will only end in violence.”
	“I fear no violence,” she answered.
	“Don’t you want peace?”
	“Peace will come when the Krea are wiped from history. They’ve ruled with blood-sacrifices since before I was born. If they are not stopped, they will only hurt more people. They will only conquer more tribes. We’re so close. We need to finish it.”
	I let her go and fell back down to sit on the log. “And what about Noah? I can’t leave him here. Not after what I’ve seen.” A sudden stir of emotion swelled in me. An anger towards Shoshana, that she was not just risking her own life and the lives of her people, but that she was also risking Noah’s life, and all for the sake of revenge. I frowned and looked her dead in the eyes. “I’m taking Noah with me.”
	Before I knew what to expect, she threw the back of her hand across my face. Then she pointed an accusatory finger right in the middle of my chest. “Don’t you dare take my boy.”
	Resisting the urge to slap her back, I took a deep breath. “He’s safer with me.”
	“He will be the chief of Cuatia.”
	“He’ll be dead!” I barked back with a puffed chest. Shoshana did not seem threatened, but she did raise her brow in surprise. We remained silent for a moment, and when I had simmered, I said softly, “But if he comes with me, who knows what he could accomplish?”
	“Didn’t you say they’d never respect him in Lima since he was born out of wedlock? Didn’t you say that people wouldn’t respect you for mating with a foreign woman after losing your first wife?” Shoshana leaned down and tilted her head. “You said they would hate him.”
	“Let them hate us. We don’t need their respect. I don’t care anymore. I just want to keep my family safe.” I grabbed her hands and squeezed them. “When we make this last iron shipment and fix Titan, we can relocate everyone and build a new land. With all the gold I have, I can buy a massive property in the highlands with healthy pines and flowing rivers. There will be no war, and your people can finally live in peace, just as your father wanted.” 
	Although her expression remained accusatory, I knew that I had struck a chord. Instead of arguing, she just stared at me for a moment. “Is that what that gold is worth in Lima? Is that why you risked so much?”
	“To be honest, I’ve forgotten why the hell I risked anything at all. I feel like nothing that made sense then, makes sense now. There are only three things I’m sure of; I need to return to my brother and eldest son. I need to protect my new woman and youngest son. And I refuse to kill any kids. The only way I see these three things happening is if I just bring everyone with me.”
	“And the gold from Ada Machika’s pit can provide new land?”
	“The gold from that pit can build a whole city.”
	She stood up and placed her hands on her hips, then stared up at the mountain peak. “This land is sacred, and I would rather die here than leave it to the Krea. I do not think many others would leave either, but it is good to know we have the option. Perhaps a handful will join you, so our people can live on, even if we do not succeed here.”
	“I won’t take no for an answer,” I stated as I stood up and kissed her on the cheek. She didn’t seem too amused, but that was no concern of mine. This was the only peaceful solution. Lima may turn their noses at yet another vast influx of foreigners, but the Cuatia will simply be one of the many lost tribes that have fallen victim to the arms trade and found themselves wandering aimlessly, drawn to Lima’s neon lights like moths in the night.


Chapter 26  - The Beaten Path
	A few hours later, the Caravan had assembled. Atop the carts were piles of iron that had been refined into ingots. Rico stood on a podium and began a briefing, during which he transparently explained that an ambush was inevitable. The militia drew straws, and ten percent would be scouts. Although none of them were expected to survive, they took their task with a sense of determination that astounded me. There were no quivering lips or watery eyes, only furrowed brows and clenched teeth, and as Shoshana went over them with burning sage, I took a hard look at their faces. Those young men put their braids into a pony tail and positioned themselves at the front of the Caravan. The remaining militia lined up on either side of the carts.
	We left right before noon, and were expected to make our return just before nightfall. If an ambush were to happen, it would happen in this first stretch of our journey, where an army could unexpectedly materialize from behind the thick pines. Intrusive thoughts plagued me as I imagined Shoshana and Rico covered in arrows. Try as I might, I could not suppress the memories from the day I escaped Glaciea’s compound. A hail of missiles could land at my feet at any moment, and there would be no stopping it.
	Distant shadowy figures seemed to trail us, but after many double-takes, they revealed themselves as shrubs and shadows. My mind was playing tricks on me, but perhaps this was a sixth sense since at one point Rico leaned down and picked up a red stud piercing. “They are very close.”
	“Why haven't they attacked yet? What are they waiting for?”
	“Are you eager to see them?” Rico teased.
	“It’s driving me nuts. Last time they were nowhere to be found, Culanda burned down as we watched from atop a mountain. What are they planning now?”
	“They could just be frightened. I can’t imagine they have many people left.”
	“Yeah, well, I’m frightened too.” 
	When we reached the brown, ankle-high field, the entire scouting party stood waiting for us with big grins from cheek to cheek.
	“That’s it?” I said. “No ambush? No slaughter?”
	“Apparently not. Or at least not yet. Don’t get comfortable.”
	After the scouts regrouped with us, a few quick pleasantries were exchanged. In the fields we could see far in all directions, including the distant remains of Culanda, which we all avoided. Any and all motion in my peripheral vision had startled me the whole march back, so when I did finally see a Krea tribesman, I had to rub my eyes to make sure I wasn’t hallucinating. A white painted figure stood like a ghost by the torched village, and just as the thought occurred, “Our scouts didn’t check the village because they think it’s haunted,” I heard a hiss. A line of sparks rapidly slithered passed our feet. Rico and I had only enough time to glance at each other before the ground underneath one of the wagons erupted like a geyser of mud and iron. Peace and chaos were only a split second apart.
	I dove behind one of the carts just as the first volley of musket fire splintered the wood. Frantically, I surveyed the scene, and it was at this moment that I saw Rico lying on his back just a few meters away. Without a moment’s hesitation, I ran from my cover and grabbed him by the leg. Through my ringing ears, I heard him scream in agony, although I couldn’t bare to look. It was only when I had dragged him to cover that I saw he had been hit in multiple locations. 
	An iron ingot had launched from the explosion and crushed his shin. He had sustained a musket shot to his shoulder, one in his stomach, and another on his hip. It had only been a few seconds since the ambush started, and his clothes were already drenched in blood. He reached up and said something to me, but I couldn’t hear him through my ringing ears. “RICO!” I shouted his name while pushing my palms into his squirting wounds. His skin turned white, his muscles stopped shaking, and his pupils dilated. In a matter of seconds, he had bled out, still with his stoic expression that had always filled me with confidence.
	For a moment, I just stared in utter disbelief. I couldn’t imagine how he was alive and healthy one moment, and beyond saving the next. My mind struggled to accept that he would no longer be by my side. I felt like breaking down and sobbing. A monstrous abandonment for reality began to settle as I wished myself to join Rico, Merselina, and the other damned souls that had finally found some peace in this horrible world, but that urge suddenly vanished. Like a machine, I drained completely of emotion. I couldn’t surrender— not until I knew that Shoshana had found safety. My racing heart pounded as each second stretched longer and longer. It almost seemed like time would grind to a halt as my body seethed with adrenaline.
	A line of Krea stretched across the field, no more than a hundred paces away. Their age and gender were shrouded by the distance and accumulating musket smoke, which began to fill the fields. During the march, I wondered if it would have been easier to battle in the night so that I wouldn’t have to see their face’s, but I knew now that I would not discriminate age nor gender. I would kill them all.
	I frantically hopped from cover to cover in search of Shoshana, who I found surrounded by a crowd of civilians. When I saw she was bleeding from her abdomen, my heart sank to my stomach, and I nearly collapsed on top of her when I leaned in for an embrace. “Darling, are you okay?”
	She nodded, but couldn’t respond. Cloth had been pushed into her mouth to soak up blood. From what I could tell, an ingot had bludgeoned her perfect face, and her cheek bone had been damaged similarly to, but not as severely as, Rico’s shin. Luckily, she had been treated and stabilized. I grabbed her hands, squeezed, and kissed them. “Stay put! I’m getting us out of here!”
	Smoke rose from the pit where the explosive had been set off, and around it lingered the acidic scent of soursalt. The Panamanian mercenaries, with their knowledge on explosives, had probably orchestrated this ambush. The fields flanking our path had begun to burn. My first instinct was to put out the fire as quickly as possible, but then I realized we could hide behind the whirling plume. While the musket standoff stabilized to a steady thrum, our men aided the spread of fire. The dehydrated vegetation quickly provided a thick wall of rising ash. I then told the cowering civilians to begin pulling the cart again. When one of them began sobbing uncontrollably, I pulled him to his feet and slapped him with the back of my hand. “Survive now, cry later!” One by one, I demanded their discipline.
	The thick smoke didn’t deter the Krea from firing at us, but it did reduce their accuracy to near-null. The bullets whizzing past us were so numerous and unpredictable that there was no defense against it, and the only solution was forging on. A strange acceptance settled on my psyche, and all concern for my self-preservation vanished.
	Like the devil’s own luck, I remained untouched by the volleys of inaccurate musket fire, but a stray bullet managed to hit its mark—Shoshana, as she lay upon the wagon I pulled, was hit in the neck. Her eyes shot open, and she lunged to grab my collar. I pushed the tip of my thumb into her wound in an attempt to stop the bleeding, but my hands, still covered in Rico’s blood, were too slippery, and squirts managed to push through the opening. In her final breath, Shoshana pulled the rag from her mouth and said, “Take Noah to Lima.” Her grip loosened and fell from my collar. I screamed her name and frantically held her head against mine. The entire time, she stared at me with an intensity that slowly withered. Only when the last shred of life had left her, did her focus drift away from mine.
	Someone, though I know not who, attempted to pull me off her, but I was inconsolable. On my knees, clutching the body of my dead wife, soaked in the blood of my best friend, I wailed hopelessly. Beyond the smoke, the whooping Krea announced their advance. Children and women howled their battle cries as the Cuatia prepared a defensive line in response. In that moment, my entire life flashed before me. The questions, “How did I get here?” and “What did I do wrong?” rang endlessly within. How did a slave from the tundra wind up on the other side of the world, in a war of his own making? Despite my catatonic weeping, I identified the thunder of muskets. I was brought back to the first time I held those accursed weapons in the tundra barn. 	No matter how deep I sank into my despair—my attempt to escape reality—I could not shelter from the noise of war. “Let them kill me,” I thought. “Bring me to my loved ones, or let me escape this hell I’ve made. I know not what death will bring, but I know what it will deliver me from.” If they found me, I would not fight. Or so I thought, until I was pulled to my feet. Docanarhama stood there and shouted at me, “Where is Rico?”
	If I had more wits, I would have told him, but instead, I waved him away and turned back around to collapse on Shoshana’s lifeless body. When I felt her again, it was different. Before, I had held her while she passed, and I yearned so desperately to hold onto her warmth. In some way, she lived as long as our bodies embraced. Returning to her now, was returning to a corpse.
Again, Docanarhama pulled me to my feet, this time slapping me so hard I saw stars. He was a tall and muscular man, and if he had slapped me harder, I might have passed out. He grabbed me by my collar and pulled me closer. “Bishop, she’s dead. You have a son. Get a grip, or you’ll never see him again.”
	I was pulled back to the present and momentarily surveyed the scene. The smoke was thick, and the fire all-consuming. Beyond the shroud, I heard battle, and saw the vague silhouettes of combatants no more than ten steps away. I realized, as I had after the death of Merselina, that I had to continue, not for myself, but for my boys.
	“I have two sons,” I told him softly while I knelt down to pick up a musket. Docanarhama and I locked eyes, which was when I told him, “Rico is dead.”
	Docanarhama sighed and shook his head. After a brief moment, he said, “I’m going to gather some men, and flank them. We end this now.”
	Docanarhama nodded once, turned, and disappeared into the smoke. I marched towards the head of the caravan, and during this march, I fired and killed multiple opponents, indiscriminate of their age. Upon this battlefield, men had been reduced to beasts. Honor was no currency with which I could bargain against death, and so I sank deeper into my instincts. I killed without mercy. I fired upon young and unskilled opponents and women who must have considered this their final, heroic stand. I walked through this smoke as a conqueror, a colonizer, a man whom justice would never truly touch. For no matter my fate, they could never inflict a fraction of the misery upon me that I had inflicted upon this land. I hated myself— who I had become.
	Reinforcements came in the form of crew members and Cuatia alike. Men crowded around me, protecting me with their lives and striking down any opponent who neared. Men whose names I did not know, with faces I hardly recognized, jumped between me and any threat. I had become untouchable, and it made me feel like an unjust god.
	Docanarhama came from behind the enemy, flushing them out of the treeline and into the open, and so we pushed our advance, wedging our enemy between two advancing lines. The Krea threw their weapons to our feet and sank to their knees. Behind me, the blaze continued, smoldering the vegetation, but not burning, for the fields had become bloodsoaked. I aimed my musket into the crowd of Krea but halted when I realized that I could not locate a single adult male. And so, in a flash, my humanity returned, just in time to halt their execution. Under threat of musket fire, in the whirling haze of flame and smoke, the last of the Krea surrendered.

	The next morning, after the battle, we marched back to Little Lima with all the iron and a total of three hundred Krea captives, all women and children. The Cuatian population hurled rotten food and rocks at the captives. I watched, unconcerned, for I had little mercy left for them. They were to be chained in Titan’s hangar until I knew what to do with them. 
	I then climbed up to the deck and addressed the crowd that had gathered at Titan’s feet, where I told them their enemy had been vanquished, and that they were free to reclaim their land and rebuild their tribe. They cheered, some cried, others praised their gods; I simply stared with disinterest. An entire village cheered my name. They revered me as their leader— their king— and yet I had never felt so empty. 
	It was as though a flood gate had collapsed as the people of Little Lima streamed out in mass. They were to resettle their land and rebuild. Nearly the entire workforce had just left the iron industry, so I found a quick use for the Krea slaves. I wondered what Salcido might have said if he knew I was breaking the very foundation of our moral fiber— the one rule we had to never use slave labor. But my morals had been tested again and again, and as far as I was concerned, the Krea deserved no mercy.


Chapter 27 -  To be a King
	The remaining time I spent in the east was relatively peaceful. Strangely, time seemed to simultaneously fly by and drag on. Each day, I awoke with sweat on my brow after having been thrust into the battle again. No matter what I did in these dreams, the outcome would stay the same. Therefore, they felt less like dreams and more like memories branded into my mind— scars on the very tissue of my brain. I was not allowed to forget, nor was I allowed to heal, and each morning I’d feel as if only a day had passed since the loss of Rico and Shoshana. Noah was the only constant reminder that time continued. One day he could only say ‘papa’ and the next day he was an enthusiastic toddler asking an endless string of questions. “Where do lizards come from?”
	“They come from eggs.”
	“Where do eggs come from?”
	“They come from lizards,” I replied dryly while sipping my morning tea.
	His reaction was of pure shock as he began to conceptualize the concept of infinity at the impressionable age of two. I spent nearly all day interacting with him, during which I departed the best advice I could. Brutii also played a major role in expanding his linguistic development, as he would gently correct Noah’s grammar and enrich his vocabulary. Unfortunately, with no Cuatian influence, Noah’s mother tongue slowly died. Shamefully, I allowed him to forget Asataka, since one day he uttered a word that made my heart skip a beat. With a massive grin, he uttered the word, “Kasamaan.”
	“Where did you hear that!?” I snapped with an uncontrollable anger.
	“I don’t know,” he said softly, knowing I was upset but not understanding why.
	I stared at him for what felt like five minutes with racing heart. In those five minutes, I wondered if he heard whispers from beyond the grave, but perhaps I had mumbled in my sleep. Regardless, I cleared myself of all emotion and leaned down to hug him. “I’m sorry I yelled.”
	“Why are you angry?” he asked. “Is it a bad word?”
	I paused at the question. I still had not the slightest clue what ‘Kasamaan’ actually meant. I’m sure if I had asked around, I would have had an answer, but I just wanted to forget. “No, Noah. But please, don’t say it again.”
	From that point forward, I allowed his native roots to wither away. Even if he was a bastard child of ambiguous bloodline, he was my responsibility— my son— and that made him Liman. I would never speak of the events that led to his conception, nor the chaos surrounding his infancy. He would know only Titan as his home and me as his father. Ada Machika, the Cuatia, and Shoshana would be forgotten, and he would be known as Noah Le Noire of Titan.
	It would be months later I was given the news. “Titan’s final components have been installed!” Brutii joyfully proclaimed.
	That evening the Cuatians came in droves, bringing gifts and food. During our stay here, many children of mixed race had been born, and some mothers had decided to leave this land and join the journey back to Lima. Conversely, many young crewmembers had grown accustomed to the life here, and had decided to settle in the east. A bittersweet celebration commenced as old friends embraced, knowing that their paths in life were about to diverge. Noah played with the children and Brutii enjoyed his local narcotics. He had assembled a massive collection of various substances, much of which had been labeled with cryptic names such as “Scopolamine,” whatever that meant. “This is enough for all of Lima,” he said with a wink as his droopy red eyes twinkled with mischief.
	I stayed far away from the drugs, but still raised a cup of hard liquor when reminiscing about Rico. Docanarhama and I celebrated his life with a drunken song. Afterwards, I asked him, “Will you be joining us back to Lima? I remember you said you’d like to.”
	“Not without Rico. Besides, someone has to lead the tribe.”
	“You’re a good man, Doc, and Rico would have been proud to see you as chief,” I said while raising my wooden cup. “To Rico Neokruis!” I shouted before knocking my last sip back in one swift motion.
	Matty cooked a feast and proposed to his local girlfriend, who didn’t fully understand the gesture since the Cuatians didn’t have a concept of marriage and were entirely polyamorous. We had to explain it to her, after which she jumped into his arms. Matty announced that he was to remain in the east, where he hoped to build a family.
	When the night had befallen Little Lima, I stood on Titan’s deck with a sleeping Noah in my arms. As I stared into the dark, the cold wind rushed up the Ascension and graced me with minuscule salt particles. Visions of the past three years swirled in the deep depths of my mind— bittersweet memories. Only when Noah began to shiver, did I break my gaze and turn in for the night. As I wandered to the Arch, I whispered to my sleeping son, “I love you, Noah.”
	The next morning, I awaited the confirmation that all men were aboard. When the message was received, I thrust the lever forward. For the first time in almost two years, Titan lifted from her brace. She always had a tremendous screech, but it had never sounded this raw. A man’s hearing could sustain permanent damage by a mere ten seconds, so I grabbed little Noah and push my fingers in his ears. It had been the first time he’d ever heard the roar, and I expected him to react similarly to Hassan, who had broken down into tears, but Noah simply said, “Very loud— Like a dragon!”
	“Yes, Noah. Exactly like a dragon.”
	“Where are we going?”
	Noah’s innocent question somehow left me without answer. My knee-jerk reaction was “We’re going home,” but I wasn’t so certain anymore. Instead, I said, “You’re going to meet your brother.”
	“My brother?”
	“Yes, your brother and your uncle.”
	A sense of relief came with a sinking sadness. When we first rolled onto the cracked, red earth, I was a foreigner, but now, I was as much a part of this land and it’s history as the local inhabitants. The truth was, I would have been happy if Titan remained in disrepair until the end of my days. But I had made a promise to my first born son, and I was going to fulfill it. “I’m coming home, Hassan...”
	As we descended backwards into the depths of the desert, the whirling swaths of sand overtook the window and shrouded the sight of Little Lima, and as I set course for the north, I wiped a tear from my cheek. Somewhere, upon these distant lands, lay the body of my beloved Shoshana, my best friend, Rico, and the many brave men who had ventured off to the edge of the world. This journey would fade to nothing more than a memory for me, but those souls had given their bodies and become one with the soil.
	Brutii dismantled his office in the tower and took Rico’s vacant bed, and what followed was some peaceful months of lazy days in the Arch. Brutii spent most of his time teaching Noah various subjects, mostly history and the origin of languages, but he also told stories of heroes that defied insurmountable odds— fairy tales that captured Noah’s attention as he sat quietly in my lap with twinkling eyes. It was in these rare moments that the world made sense, ironically, when I was fully engrossed in fiction. It reminded me of my youth in the tundra, where Lano’s stories captured my imagination and propelled me to a better place. 
	The Arch was too small for a rambunctious toddler, so I put him on immediate martial arts training to burn his energy. My back had been broken at a young age and I had suffered because of it all my life. Noah would be different. Noah would become unstoppable like the heroes in Brutii’s stories. The world was merciless, and as a bastard child, he would face extreme adversity, but I would raise him to be brave, confident, and efficient. Noah would be indpendant, brave, an unmatched in self-defense skills. I would ensure that he could kill a Catalinan warrior with his bare hands if needed. I would no let Noah be a victim.
	Life on Titan had begun to resemble something of a decaying urban environment. Trash filled the halls, and rats scurried through the litter. Graffiti covered the walls and, despite a strict no smoking policy, druggies lay strung out in the cabins that had devolved to nothing short of a brothel. We had been underway for no more than a month, and a crime syndicate had begun to form. I was sick and tired of people derailing my plans, so I gathered the ring leaders and tossed them over the railing without trial. Titan was large enough to carry a village’s worth of people, but that did not make it a democracy. Order hung by a thread, and I had to become an unwavering leader.
	On average, two Krea slaves died each week, but I didn’t even read the reports. To me, they weren’t human anymore— just vicious animals. Shoshana was right; if I migrated the Cuatia, the Krea would simply fill the power vacuum and continue their savage rituals on the other tribes in the region. Although I couldn’t bring myself to commit blatant genocide, I knew the two cultures couldn’t coexist. So I chose the lesser of two evils, and decided to relocate the Krea. I could have released them somewhere in some distant land, but then I ran the risk of them praying on unsuspecting, native tribes. Like an invasive species, the Krea would run rampant. If my farm were under threat of wolves, would it be right to relocated the wolf to my neighbors farm, or would it be right to just kill the wolf? No matter my choice, I was made to be an evil man.
	Brutii did mention his concern about my leadership, and how brutal my methods were. I reminded him that I was only concerned with returning to Lima, and that my crimes could be trialed when we made it back.
	“Captain Le Noire, I only mention this because I’m concerned about you.”
	“Professor, I do what needs to be done at the cost of trivials. We all want to make it home, and we will, but at the cost of removing anyone that poses a threat. We all want order, and we have order, but at the cost of a fearful population. The crew isn’t hungry, but at the cost of starving some slaves. The way I see it, we are poor pilgrims freezing to death, and the only fuel we have is a holy book— I am the sinner that keeps the fire alive.”
	“I will not argue with you, sir. Running a community is no easy task, I know because of Little Lima, but I fear that these choices may come to haunt you.
	“The past haunts everyone, Brutii. Only dead men have no regrets.”
	“Well, sir, I will not impede on your governing. And although I do not agree with all choices, please know that you have my respect. You have done a remarkable job given the unfortunate circumstances. It’s just, you have become…” he paused, carefully choosing his words while under the pressure of my tired, piercing eyes. “Less… likable,” he finally stated .
	We stared at each other for a moment. I could have told him that being ‘likable’ was the least of my concerns. I couldn’t give a damn if the world hated me. But I knew this mild critique did not reflect his true opinion, and that he had simply lost the courage to speak his mind, as many men do when they have nothing to gain. The crew would see an innocent man ripped of his skin before protesting, as long as it meant I would drag this sick, broken vessel back to the cliffs of Lima. But I was not interested in hurting anyone. I was simply rationing limited food. And I knew where to make my sacrifices. “Noted, Professor,” I told him dryly.
	Due to Titan’s shoddy internal workings, she was incredibly slow. It took us over two months before we reached the Caribbean basin. Titan drifted past a small trading post, which was the first sign of civilization since leaving Lima three years prior. It was here that a wide-eyed trader watched the ripped and torn crew of the infamously missing Titan dock at his little trading post. The remaining two hundred crew members proceeded to enter a small tavern, which had a max capacity of ten men or so. They drank every last drop of alcohol. Although the crew wore tattered, weathered clothing, they happily paid exorbitant amounts to the small, isolated trader. No doubt that this poor man had earned enough for retirement in one evening.
	He told me that Titan was something of a horror story meant to scare people away from the Eastern Rim, and that no expeditions had even attempted to follow. After all, if the great Titan had perished, then there was no way a mere caravan would ever survive the unknown east. In response, I laughed and told him of our journey. He stood with slack jaw as I mention the war, Cuatian drugs, and the Krea rituals. “Oh, I also have some slaves to unload. I’ll give you a good price.”
	I sold the Krea for a single silver piece each, which was a low price. As they marched out of Titan’s hangar, they all did so while staring submissively at the floor. Only one slave had the courage to look up at me in hateful defiance. He had a determination in his eyes that I hadn’t seen in years. This child, no older than ten, reminded me of my dear brother, Salcido. 
	“Good luck,” I told the boy in Asataka. That remark may have seemed like a taunt, but in reality I did hope that he’d escape and start a new life, as I had all those years ago. 
	I turned to the outpost trader and said, “One last thing. I want them sent to the tundra. Can you make that happen?”
	“The tundra?” he repeated. “I’m just a small trader, but I think I can get them into the north-bound network. Why the tundra though?”
	I remained silent as the final Krea hobbled passed me, their rusted chains clanking like a demon’s windchime. The sensation of a frozen collar began to burn at my neck, my wrists felt heavy with the weight of phantom iron, and an icy shiver ran down my back. It did me little satisfaction that I perpetuated the brutal cycle, but somewhere deep in me, I hoped that a young Krea would grow strong enough to escape, to build a reputation, and to become a man like me. In some strange, sadistic way, I felt like a father to them.
	For the first time in a long time, I wondered about my true origins. Perhaps my heritage was with a tribe no different from the Krea. Perhaps my people were blood thirsty, and had fallen  victim to vengeance, and now I had inherited the responsibility of creating more misery— the same misery that had created me.
	Finally, long after the trader had long forgotten his own question, did I answer him, “I’m feeling nostalgic.”
	The trader seemed befuddled, but I did not elaborate. I simply turned my back and marched to the hangar. When I entered the Arch, Noah excitedly jumped into my arms. I swung him around and launched him towards the bed, where he bounced and landed on the other side, his face beaming with the joy of flight. 
	“Do you want to start Titan?” I asked him.
	“Yes!” he shouted. His little feet pattered rapidly against the carpet as he ran up to the control panel.
	I picked him up and before I could instruct him, he grabbed the largest lever there was with both his hands and began to yank. He had only watched me brace and unbrace Titan once, and he already knew the drill, although he was too small to manipulate the lever. 
	With Noah in my right arm, and my left hand on the lever, we pushed it up together, sending Titan into the air. Through the Arch window, I could see all the Krea turn their heads to watch me leave. No doubt they were cursing my name, curses that would have no effect on me. They were simply no longer of any significance. Their culture would perish in the north, and their history would fade along with it. Shoshana’s mission had been fulfilled. I wondered what Merselina might have thought, had she seen me today. I admit to my cruelty and I stand by my shame. 
	“Who are they, dad?”
	“Slaves, son.”
	“What are slaves?”
	“Slaves have no freedom. They have no rights. Their bodies belong not to themselves.”
	Noah, even in his naivete, looked up at me and said, “That sounds bad.”
	“Yes, Noah. It’s the worst fate a man can have,” I admitted coldly.
	I stared down at him— at my beautiful naive child— he who had yet to be twisted by the reality of this grim world, I wished so dearly to make him a noble, kindhearted man. I wanted him to be just and honest, but who was I to mold a man like that? There was only one thing that I was worthy enough to imprint on him. “My son,” I said. “It’s best you learn this now. If you do not choose your own fate, your fate will be chosen for you. It is simply the nature of this world. No one is going to come and save you. Never, ever surrender. Never let anyone deal your destiny.”

	Titan had been missing for three and a half years. Her gears scratched and creaked like nails forced against raw metal. Her exhaust towers bellowed out toxic, dark-gray smoke as she burned expired fuel. Her hull had began to sprout patches of rust. The crew was in no better condition. Three years surrounded by savages had turned the civilized men of Lima into weathered travelers. Their clothes were torn and sewn a dozen times over, creating patchy outfits three shades darker by the irremovable dirt caked into the fabric. Some had adopted the native braided ponytails and beards. One man had even decided to take on the native tattoos, branding him for life with blue tribal patterns across his face. “A choice he would most certainly regret,” I thought.
	Brutii stood beside me with Noah in his arms as I guided Titan into position. My docking space had been replaced by a group of cruisers ten times smaller than Titan, and for a brief moment I considered rolling right over them like the tin cans they were. Instead, I parked her right in the middle of the large, flat concrete port, where I lowered the massive, terrestrial vessel. As she sank into her brace, a terrible roar echoed through the air and sent the message to all of Lima; Titan had returned.
	“Are you excited?” Brutii asked Noah. “You’re about to see the greatest city on Earth!”
	“Yes!” Noah shouted while bouncing in Brutii’s arms. 
	The toddler was handed to me as we made our way down to the hangar. In the dark, cavernous cargo hold awaited two hundred eager crewmembers. They stared at me expectantly, as if they had been anticipating a speech of some kind. Without stopping, I shouted, “We made it home. Thank you for your service.”
	I reached the control panel and activated the hangar bay shutter door. As it began to lift, everyone held their breath. The rusted shutters slowly screeched up before jamming and spitting out sparks. The opening was barely a meter tall when the crew broke into a sprint. At long last, they had returned home— less than half had survived. 
	Outside stood a massive crowd of dockworkers, all of whom swarmed me while asking a million curious questions. I pushed a few back, but it was only when one of them decided to touch Noah that I threw a punch. “Back off!” I shouted while firing a musket shot into the air. Having expelled my only shot, I discarded the musket like a cheap toy, but my message was clear. After that, I was allowed to continue unhindered by the crowd.
	We climbed the road leading to the top of Lima’s cliff while escorted by the dockworkers, who were enthusiastically chatting away with the long-lost sailors. When on the Continental Plateau, we were greeted with an even larger crowd. Apparently, dozens of caravans had spotted us and, despite that Titan’s painted name had pealed from her hull, the men of Lima recognized her by the sheer size. Now awaited a thousand curious civilians. 
	A stage had been prepared for me. At first, I wanted nothing to do with it, but then I realized there was was something long overdue that had to be shared. As I climbed the steps, Noah stared out into the masses with wide, twinkling eyes. I told him, “Get used to it.”
	A man stood center stage with slick blonde hair and a shining white smile. As I approached, he reached out for a handshake and explained, “Captain Le Noire! It’s an honor, sir. Your brother, the moment he heard the rumors of your return, hired me to set up a stage. There are a hundred journalists ready to write down your every word.”
	“Leave it to Salcido to turn my resurrection into a publicity stunt.” I walked right passed the host, ignoring his handshake offer, and approached the microphone.
	When I stood center stage, the crowd hushed. Lima’s port had always been a business and industry hub, creating one of the few places in Lima where upper caste and lower caste citizens stood side by side. The front row held the colorful, fashionable upper caste citizens with their many body guards. Behind them stood the gray masses, who outnumbered the upper caste ten to one. I was in a unique position, as I was beloved by all. No doubt they were expecting a story of grand adventure and discovery, but they would get nothing of the likes. “Attention people of Lima,” I spoke into the microphone. “I was born a slave.”
	Whatever murmurs there were in the crowd silenced completely. Besides a single gasp echoing through the port, there was utter silence from the thousands of spectators. I turned to the blonde host, who’s mortified shock and disbelief mirrored the general reaction of the crowd.
	“I lived a lie half my life. This lie has led me to a social status most of you could only dream of. Had I been honest, I would have been treated like dirt by the people that now praise my every action. I would have never been given the opportunity to create a new soursalt composition— a composition that has revolutionized Lima. I want the lower caste to know their worth. The laborers build your houses, grow your food, and keep Lima functioning. The segregation of classes is superficial, and I have proven it. I’m the slave boy who became Captain Bishop Le Noire. You have been lied to, mistreated, and oppressed.”
	I turned and exited the stage, leaving the many spectators in stunned silence. Only Brutii spoke as he stuck close behind me, “Captain Le Noire, although I admire your courage, I believe this will have more consequences than you’d expect.”
	I stopped and turned to him, then bluntly said, “Thank you for your service, Professor. You are dismissed.” Then I continued on towards Jagger’s office.
	I pushed the double door wide open and walked right passed the receptionist, who apparently didn’t recognize me despite that a large portrait of me hung right behind her. In the portrait, I was clean shaven with neat clothing— a stark contrast to my reality. She stood up and said, “Excuse me! You can’t go in there!”
	“I built this damn company!”
	Her face drained of color as she sank back into her seat. A moment later, I barged into Jagger’s office, where I found him white as a ghost behind his desk. “Holy hell…” was all he said as his cigarette fell from his mouth.
	I crossed the long room, and when standing before him, I stared with an intensity that telegraphed, ‘no bullshit accepted.’ Jagger’s eyes shifted between my eerily calm rage, and Noah’s curious little face.
	“Why didn’t anyone come to look for us, Jagger?” I asked. “We were stranded for almost four years.”
	“Bishop, please, no one wanted to go look for you. If the unstoppable Titan vanished, then what horrors were hidden in the east? The men spoke of dragons and cannibal snake people!”
	“You can always find someone, Jagge! You just didn’t want to invest!” I raised my voice and leaned on the table.
	“That’s not true! People we’re frightened. You know how hard it was to find your own crew! Now imagine how hard it was for me to find a reputable caravan master!”
	I hovered over him silently, during which he swallowed his saliva and leaned back. The décor in his room had been given an upgrade, including a larger than life portrait of himself and an extra few whiskey cabinets, amounting to a grand total of over three hundred bottles. Each bottle costing the monthly salary of immigrant dockworker, I estimated.
	I took a deep breath and said, “I want you to fix Titan. Bring her up to perfect condition.”
	“Of course! Anything for an old friend.”
	“Start immediately. Oh, by the way. This is my son, Noah.”
	“Hi,” said Noah to a very surprised Jagger.
	“Your son?”
	“Yes. I fathered a boy with a native. Is that a problem?”
	Jagger shook his head ‘no.’
	“Good. Then we don’t have a problem. We’ll catch up soon, Jagger. But for now, I have a family I’ve been dying to see.”
	I made my way to the garage where I liberated one of Jagger’s many vehicles. I had built them, after all, and felt permitted to take one. Besides, I would never survive the walk to Salcido’s apartment with the crowds of Lima hindering my every step. Noah and I rolled out of Jagger’s company building and began our journey towards the center ring district. The stage where I had stood was still occupied with a crowd, however, the crowd was now buzzing with movement. As I drew near, I could see that it resembled more a riot than anything else. “What the hell…?” I muttered under my breath, only to hear Noah repeat me in his high pitched toddler voice. “Yeah, what the hell?”
	“Noah, don’t say that.”
	“You said it.”
	“Yeah, but I have a good reason. You don’t know why I said it. When you’re old enough to understand your own words, then you can say whatever you want. Until then, don’t blindly repeat what you hear.” Just as I said that, a brick launched from the riot and hit our window, cracking the tinted glass. “FUCK!” I shouted in shock before speeding away. 
	Noah, again, repeated me in a high pitch, “FUCK!”
	“What did I just say?” I snapped loudly.
	“You said it because the brick. I understand my words.”
	I glanced at him for a moment, and saw a little grin on his smug face. I wasn’t sure whether to be proud and angry, so all I said was, “Stop cursing.”
	We passed a few checkpoints and made it to Salcido’s apartment within an hour, where I found myself knocking on the door to Salcido’s apartment. After all the bloodshed, all the conflict and loss of life, I had expected myself to be completely desensitized from any social anxiety, but now found myself quaking in my boots. When he opened the door, his expression went from shock, to anger, to relief, and back to anger, all within a matter of seconds. His fist curled, as though he were to punch me, but then he leaned in for the tightest hug I’ve ever received in my life. I felt the old injury in ribs crackle, and shouted, “Sal! Be careful!”
	He took a step back and wiped a tear away. “Bishop, you idiot! What was that speech? Do you have any idea what you’ve done?”
	“I spoke the truth,” I said dryly.
	“You fucked everything up!”
	Noah, excited to flex his new vocabulary, jumped out from behind my legs and shouted, “FUCK!”
	“Noah, what did I just say?!” I scolded him.
	“And who the hell is that?” Salcido looked at Noah as if he were a grotesque, mysterious animal.
	“This is your nephew, Noah,” I responded.
	“Yeah, who the hell are you?” Noah asked Salcido, much to Salcido’s horror.
	“Noah, I swear, if you don’t stop cursing, I’m going to make you regret it,” I told him with a radiating anger as I picked him up. As he sat upon my left arm, I poked my finger into his chest and scolded him. “No ‘hell,’ no ‘fuck,’ no nothing!!! When you’re an adult, you can say whatever, whenever, but not now! UNDERSTAND!!?”
	“Sorry, dad.” Noah shrunk his head into his neck like a tortoise looking for cover. 
	The three of us stood quietly for a moment, after which I looked at Salcido. “I want to see Hassan. We can talk afterwards.”
	Salcido nodded before leading us into the living room where I found Hassan playing with toy soldiers on the wooden floor. He looked up at me and wrinkled his nose. Obviously, he didn’t recognize the dirty sailor standing before him, but I understood. When I had left, he was but a toddler, younger than Noah was now.
	I said nothing, but took a few careful steps forward before falling to my knees and embracing Hassan. He was the spitting image of Merselina, and it broke my heart to pieces. For the first time in my life, I held both by boys at the same time, and it made me cry. The boys were obviously a bit confused, especially Hassan, so I explained, “Hassan, I am you’re father, and this is your brother. I’ve missed you so much.”
	Hassan smiled in a way I had only ever seen Merselina light up— an image that, even after she departed, would fill me with confidence. I spent the rest of the day asking him questions and listening as he excitedly explained. Salcido had held true to his word and raised Hassan as a young academic. Hassan told me, “Sometimes I get teased because you were missing, but now that’s going to stop!”
	The hours flew by, during which I spent much time simply watching Noah and Hassan interact. When the daylight died, Salcido said, “It’s Hassan’s bedtime. Lets continue in the morning.”
	I held Hassan and Noah each in one arm as Salcido read them a story. Salcido must have been fairly skilled in the art because I fell asleep before the boys.
	For the first time in years, I slept soundly. I dreamed of dancing with Merselina, and then I dreamed of dancing with Shoshana. I imagined that they we’re both watching from the heavens above. Perhaps this strange mix of a family, cobbled together from different bloodlines, could live harmoniously. Perhaps, I could have the family I always dreamed of. And if not, then at least I could be the father I always wanted, but never had.


Chapter 28 – A Stranger at Home
	I awoke in a peaceful daze to chirping birds and a light breeze in the same chair I had drifted off into. The grandfather clock read twelve-thirty, and the smell of sugar and cinnamon wafted from the hall. I lazily made my way through Salcido’s apartment, following sweet scent into the kitchen where a young lady was cooking by the furnace. She was exactly my brother’s type— athletic, beautiful, and probably ten years younger.
	I was so tired of introducing myself to Salcido’s many girlfriends that I tried to leave before she noticed me, but it was too late. She turned to me with a whip of her brown, curly pony tail, and at the first sight, her smile lit up like the morning sun. “I’ve heard so much about you,” she said with twinkling eyes. Other than that, she only stared at me with wonder and admiration— something that, unfortunately, I had grown accustomed to. In fact, it almost irritated me.
	I cleared my throat. “Yes, well, nice to meet you… it smells good. What are you making?”
	“Pancakes! Lunch for the kids, but there’s more than enough! Would you like some?” She maneuvered her pan to flip its pancake straight into the air, where she caught it via a plate and presented it to me. “With three different kinds of berries!”
	The pancake was built to resemble a welcoming, happy face, and I couldn’t remember the last time I had eaten one. Merselina used to cook pancakes, but I always made a mess and scrambled them. “Yes. I would like a whole stack, actually,” I said.
	“Oh! Hungry, I see! I bet you’ve been dreaming of pancakes ever since you left the cliffs of Lima. Well, I’ll make you a steaming stack! Coming right up, Captain.” She placed emphasis on my title before smiling and winking. “The boys are in the next room.” She then turned her back to me and began pouring a generous amount of flower into a bowl. I went into the other room where I found Hassan and Noah dressed up in helmets with muskets. Noah’s helmet jiggled loosely on his little head as he zipped past me. They didn’t even look as I entered, I thought because they we’re so deeply in fantasy, but then I realized Hassan was chasing Noah out of anger. Noah, the toddler, was ducking and jumping through and past furniture to avoid his brother’s wooden sword.
	I grabbed Hassan and picked him up. “What’s going on?”
	“He broke my musket!”
	“Hassan, don’t hit your brother. I’ll get you an army of wooden muskets, but only if you apologize.”
	I plopped Hassan down and faced him towards Noah, who’s eyes peaked out from behind the marble bar. Hassan looked furious, and obviously didn’t want to apologize, but he did want that army of wooden muskets. “I’m sorry…”
	“Good,” I said as I patted his head. “You kids may not realize it yet, but having a brother is a blessing. You rise and fall together. Understand?”
	“Okay, Mr. Bishop,” said Hassan, which I found jarring.
	“I’m your father. Just call me ‘Dad,” I told him.
	“Yes, dad.” He hugged my leg and squeezed tightly, then looked up with big brown eyes.
	I picked him up and gave him a kiss on the forehead before putting him back down and letting him run free. I then watched for a few minutes to make sure no violence continued, but it seemed the promise of a new toy arsenal was enough to keep the boys behaved. It wasn’t long until Salcido entered the room. “You’re up.” He crossed his arms and stood beside me. After a moment, he took a deep breath. “Brother, you know I love you, so please don’t be insulted when I say that I hired a groomer for you.”
	“Really?”
	“Yes. Haircut, shave, and manicure. New clothes will be laid out for you.” He scanned me up and down. “You are very tan, so there’s some improvement somewhere.”
	“You’re always so focused on your image, Sal.”
	“Yeah, about that…” there was an unavoidable tremor of rage hidden in his voice— a tremor he attempted to masquerade beneath a calm facade. “We need to talk about your speech yesterday.”
	“Pancakes!” Salcido’s girlfriend burst into the room with four plates of towering pancakes. She crossed the room with all the men following her like ducklings to the marble table.
	Before we began, I leaned over and whispered to Salcido, “We’ll talk after lunch.”
	He nodded, suppressed his anger, and then introduced me to his lady friend. “I’m assuming you’ve already met my wife, Flor.”
	“Your wife??” I repeated in shock. Then I turned to Lara and asked her, “How the hell did you turn Salcido into a husband?”
	“Don’t curse in front of the boys,” was her first response.
	“Sorry.”
	Her followup was a more playful, “I guess I just got lucky. I was the one millionth customer.”
	Salcido raised an eyebrow. “Are you calling me a man S.L.U.T?” he spelled out the curse.
	“I didn’t say that. But your performance speaks for itself.” She winked towards him.
	“How long have you guys been together?” I asked. “Last time I saw Salcido, he was living the bachelor life. You must make some damn good pancakes if he decided to give that up.”
	“I’m a good cook, but that’s not why he fell in love with me. Enough talk! Your lunch is getting soggy under the syrup.”
	Salcido and I dug into our stack of steaming, berry flavored pancakes, during which I only looked up once to nod in approval. “Told you I’m a good cook,” said Flor.
	When finished, Noah and Hassan jumped from the table and scurried away to play in an adjacent room. I caught Salcido smiling at me more than once. “I thought I was never going to see you again,” he said.
	“Same,”  I said with a smile.
	“So what happened out there anyway?” He leaned forward in anticipation, as did Flor.
	I shook my head and let loose a massive sigh. “Where do I even start?” I drummed my fingers against the white marble as I shifted through the many experiences. “I’ll start by saying the rumors about the east are exaggerations, but I understand why they exist. There’s no such thing as cannibal snake people. Everyone in the east is as human as you and me, but they are vicious. I saw people’s intestines ripped out of their stomach. I saw hearts removed from living men. It was… horrendous…” I drifted into silence as the images played out before me. The flashing memories overwhelmed me as I became transfixed by sight of bones piercing through flesh, sound of cartilage and organs crunching and squishing, and smell of fresh death.
	When I returned to the present moment, my audience was staring at me with ghost-white faces. I swallowed my saliva and continued, “It wasn’t all bad though. For a while, there was peace. It was during this peace that I learned about how life could be. How a simple life is far more fulfilling than the superficial stage we play on in the city of Lima. I shed my prejudice and accepted others for who they are. In the process, I also accepted myself.”
	I looked towards Salcido, who breathed in and shook his head, but didn’t protest. He had always been skilled at climbing the social ladder, and to him there was no greater joy than finding a path to the top. He would put on a mask and forget his true self if it meant being king.
	I knew him better than anyone, perhaps better than he knew himself, so before he could get too upset with me, I told him, “I did it, Salcido. I did what I set out to do. I have enough gold to free myself from debt a hundred times over. There isn’t a senator in Acriplia with more gold than me.”
	If his face wasn’t fully drained before, it was now. “Are you serious?”
	“Salcido. I’m the richest man in Lima, and I’ll be damned if anyone tries to put me in a box. I was born a slave, but in the east… In the east, no one could touch me. I destroyed a nation and took all their riches for myself. I burned their capital to the ground. Now that I’ve returned, I’ve freed myself from the prejudice of Liman standards. I will never be defined again by senator nor king.”
	“Bishop, do you know what you’ve done? It’s not just about you. That speech you made yesterday caused riots all throughout the labor districts.”
	“Really?” I said with shallow surprise. “You know what I think? I think it’s about damn time.”
	“People were hurt, Bishop. People died.”
	I looked at him with an unamused expression. “If telling the truth sends the world into chaos, then is really my fault? Or was balance just held together by lies? You can’t blame me for the unrest after only a thirty second speech.”
	“Well, they are blaming you. The whole city is in a frenzy, from the lower caste to the senate. The factories have stopped producing, the check points have doubled security. I received fifty envelopes today, all asking if you got brain damage in the East.” Salcido gave me a familiar look, the same look he used to give me before punching my arm out of frustration when we were still kids— a look that now flared a defensive violence in my eyes. Salcido saw me fill with rage, causing his own anger to be replaced with shock. “You changed, Bishop. You changed out there.”
	I huffed and nodded. “You would too, if you saw what I saw.”
	“Well, here’s the deal. I love you and I always will, but you uprooted my life’s work. The upper caste accepted me, and now I need to do emergency damage control. Until this whole thing blows over, we can’t be seen together.”
	We stared at each other for a moment, during which I felt an abandonment I never thought I’d feel coming from him. I almost wanted to cry, but instead, I delivered a smooth response. “The day a man chooses status over his own family, is the day he sells his soul.”
	“Don’t you dare say that! Don’t play the victim! When you went on that stage you were only thinking about yourself! You didn’t care how this would affect me or even your own son, who, by the way, I was able to get into Lima’s school for gifted children. Who knows if they’ll accept him now!”
	“If they don’t, I’ll buy the damn school. And who cares anyway if he doesn’t get in? I bet they’ll just stuff his head full of propaganda and lies— the same propaganda that says some men are worth more than others simply because of their status at birth.”
	“You used to care, Bishop! I’m doing everything I can to raise him the way you asked me to, and now you just decide to change your mind after becoming enlightened!? You’re not enlightened! You’re bitter and angry— that’s all! No one likes the system, Bishop! We all see the sins of this city, but the world isn’t perfect! Just because you haven’t showered in weeks, possibly months, doesn’t mean you’re a revolutionary, and I don’t think Merselina would want Hassan anywhere near you right now!”
	Before I could stop myself, I thrust my knuckles into his face, causing him flutter his eyes in a daze. Luckily, he was an experienced boxer and took the punch like a champ. Nor did he loose composure and strike back at me, instead, somehow, he found the humility to apologize. “I’m sorry, Bishop. I didn’t mean to mention to her like that. But I’m serious— just because you don’t want to fit in anymore, doesn’t mean you should drag us down with you. And honestly, I think it would be best to raise Hassan as you had always intended. It’s what Merselina would have wanted… It’s what you used to want,” he said as he sniffled a red drop back into his nose. 
	As much as it pained me, I had to admit that he was right. Hassan had never really belonged on a cruiser, and Salcido had raised him in the comfort of his home. It would be wrong of me to pull a child from his environment. It would be selfish of me. Even though Lima was a mountain of lies, those who inhabit the mountain are at peace in their ignorance. My expression fell from anger to sorrow— sorrow because I knew my views had changed so drastically that a divide had formed between my brother and me, and sorrow because I knew my son was better off living with with him. 
	Salcido saw my expression change, and we both simultaneously moved in for an embrace. “Thank you for everything, Salcido.”
	“Forever and always, brother.”
	We stayed like that for a long moment, during which all the negativity just seemed to crumble to dust. Despite the newly formed schism in our relationship, I knew I could always depend on him.
	After our embrace, we peeled away from each other, and he said, “Good swing, by the way. You’ve been practicing your punches.”
	“Not really, but you’ll be surprised to hear that I raised an army. An army that I led to war and back.”
	Salcido’s brow lifted. “You really need to tell me what went down in the east. That new kid of yours, what’s his story?”
	I shook my head as I thought of the many events leading to Noah’s birth, including the fact that he may not have been my own. Of course, I would never admit it to anyone. Noah would already suffer by the upper caste prejudice as a bastard child of a foreign woman. There’s no saying what judgment he would endure if I said that his true father might have been a rapist priest that cut out the hearts of men.
	“Noah’s mother was a priestess. She died on the battlefield. Her name was Shoshana,” I summarized quietly.
	Salcido frowned deeply and placed his hand on my shoulder. “I’m so sorry.”
	“No need. She died fighting for freedom. We succeeded.”
	“You’re going to have to write this all down. You could publish a story of your life.”
	“Ha! Salcido, what happened in the east, most men will never know. I’ll die with my secrets.”
	At that moment, a knock came to the door. Flor jumped up from the table and said, “Time for your grooming, Captain! You’re going to clean up nicely!”
	After a shave, shower, and haircut, I entered the hooka lounge, where I found Hassan and Noah playing with the empty pipes. “Attention!” I shouted, causing Noah to stiffen like a sailor called to order. Hassan, on the other hand, froze in fear at my raised voice. “You shouldn’t be in here,” I then said sternly. 
	I picked Noah up and propped him in my arms, then looked towards Hassan. “Son, you may not see Noah very often because he’s going to live on Titan with me, but I wanted you to meet him. You are brothers. Never forget that. Never forget that I love you.”
	Just before leaving, Flor approached me. “Wait one moment!” She quickly buttoned up my shirt and fixed my collar. During this, she said softly, “Just so you know, Salcido never stopped talking about you. He loves you dearly.”
	“Thank you, Flor. I’ll be back soon.”


Chapter 29 – I Hate this City
The next day I walked into the Commercial Bank of Lima headquarters, which was situated right on The Grand Central Plaza. The silence of the cavernous lobby threw back the echo of my footsteps as I walked towards receptionist. Before she could greet me, I said, “I have a meeting with the bank director.”
	“Of course, Captain Le Noire, he is waiting for you. Up the stairs and down the hall. Through the big double door at the end. You can’t miss it.”
	“Thank you.”
	I followed her directions and found myself entering a large office decorated with enough green leather to cover a herd of cattle one-hundred strong. A fat man in a black suit stood by a window. “Mr. Le Noire,” he said without looking towards me. “It’s been a while. Would you like something to drink?”
	“No. I’m just here for business,” I said bluntly. “So let’s cut to the chase. I have the money to clear my debt. Don’t touch Titan.”
	Mr. Hollowfield turned to me. He was the bank director who had always been a firm believer that men of different castes would be tied to a separate heavens based on their social status. Jagger was a follower of this religion, but he at least treated his people well. Hollowfield was like Huysvaughn, who treated everyone beneath him as lesser spiritual beings. They would send children into the factory, then replace that child if it lost an arm or worse. To them, the death of a poor man was no different than crushing a bug. Before, I couldn’t express my distaste since it may have jeopardized my own social standing, but now I could do and say whatever I wanted.
	Hollowfield shook his head and said, “I hope you’ve calculated the interest rate.”
	“Of course I have. Your payment is in my car. I double checked, so don’t even think about screwing me over. I know what I’m giving you.”
	“Mr. Le Noire. I’m no common crook. I abide to a degree of sophistication and integrity respected by our most favorable senators and oligarchs. In fact, I have a meeting with our mutual friend, Mr. Huysvaughn, this coming weekend.”
	I rolled my eyes at his overly flowery vocabulary, but refused to address it. Instead, I just said, “I also want to purchase property. I want the hill next to Acriplia.”
	“Mr. Le Noire. You usually have a more subtle, admirable approach. I must say that this new persona you’ve adopted is concerning. There is no denying your positive impact on this great nation, and that you have accumulated our utmost respect. However, the East has impacted you negatively, and it has all our patience wearing thin.” Hollowfield then turned to me, which was the first time he had looked me in my eyes since I entered. “Why should I sell a property to a man who has chosen to associate himself with the common squalor? A man who’s decided to use his influence as a means of disruption to our grand nation.”
	I approached him slowly, creating lingering tension as I closed the distance. At first, he felt confident, as any man would when he thought he ruled the world, but when I was at a meter’s distance, he showed a brief spark of concern. His personal space had been breached by a man who he considered to be brilliant, and yet, a lesser spiritual being.
	I looked out the window and into Lima’s grand central plaza, which spanned wide in front of the tall wooden gates of Acriplia. Behind the Acriplian walls lived the senators and their oligarchical families. Just outside these shining, white walls stood an uninhabited, rocky hill. Due to it’s hazardous terrain, it had remained an empty plot, but I had a vision for it.
	After a deep breath, I turned to Hollowfield and said, “I will pay double the listing price. No questions asked. I want to own it now.”
	Hollowfield’s first reaction was shock, but he then put on a big smile. Without a word, he approached a cabinet and sifted through a stack of papers. He then placed the deed upon his desk and pulled out a golden pen. “Perhaps, Mr. Le Noire, we can come to a mutual agreement.”

	I began landscaping immediately. A team of a hundred men were hired to flatten the top portion of the hill and to carve a slope down to ground. These were poor immigrants who had never been in the center ring district and could often not pay the outrageously marked up prices of this district. Therefore, I arranged not only living conditions, but also food and entertainment for them. I received multiple complaints from companies who considered it a shanty town of undesirables. These complaints claimed that the construction was driving away customers. I responded to each letter the same way.
33RD OF LASTFROST, 774.
FROM: BISHOP LE NOIRE, 12TH PLAZAVIEW LANE, LIMA PROPER.
TO: VARIOUS ESTABLISHMENTS.
TO WHOM IT MAY CONCERN,
CONSTRUCTION IS TO LAST APPROXIMATELY TWO YEARS. IF YOU IMPEDE ON MY BUSINESS, IT WILL ONLY LAST LONGER. IF CUSTOMERS STOP COMING TO YOUR PLACE OF BUSINESS, PERHAPS YOU SHOULD CONSIDER IMPROVING YOUR QUALITY OF SERVICE.
ANY FURTHER COMPLAINTS WILL BE IGNORED,
-CAPTAIN BISHOP LE NOIRE.

	Since Salcido was too focused on his image, I had decided to post up in a rental property, rather than live with him. It had been a week since our discussion, and that had given me time to think. Perhaps my speech was selfish, I admitted. It not only affected me, but everyone associated with me. Jagger had sent me a message that read.
32nd of Lastfrost, 774.
From: Bartholom Dan Jagger,  F.C.SS.M HQ, Docks of Lima.
To: Bishop Le Noire, 12th Plazaview Lane, Lima Proper.
	To my dear friend, Bishop,
	Allow me to start by saying that you have always been a trusted ally and close friend, and that this will never change. However, I must express my frustration with your poor decision. You are closely tied to me, and in many ways the face of my company. In the past, you have brought us overwhelming success, and I will never forget that! But this new fiasco has brought a scorn of complications. A large portion of the labor district has gone on strike, and my company has been accused of instigating this unrest to slow production of competitors. For this reason, I’m sorry to say, that I have decided to publicly denounce our ties. Please forgive me.
	Rest assured, I will bring Titan up to full strength, as I have promised. And please be aware that, although this new insight into your origin is jarring, I have given it much thought and have decided that I will not treat you, or your brother, any differently. In fact, you have made me reconsider many things about how men might be born into the wrong caste. Perhaps spirits are not as bound to their environment as I was led to believe. However, this is a radical divergence from the norm, and I fear others might be slow to adopt such a view.
	Please understand that my motives are in no way ill intentioned, and that I look forward to the day we can share drinks together again.
	Your dear friend, Bartholom Dan Jagger.
	P.S. Your company shares remain intact.

	Although I was not the least bit surprised by reading Jagger’s letter, I was a bit disappointed. Although, there was a small spark of relief knowing that I had changed his views. I wondered how Jagger would have reacted if he had known that Rico was romantically involved with the same sex, since that too was taboo in Lima. Perhaps if Rico hadn’t been a dear friend of mine, I would have not accepted him. To drastically change the mentality of a group of individuals to accept the opposite could only be done through countless interpersonal relationships, and it could take generations before the opposite is considered a norm. It would be easier for governments to simply remove populations that diverge from their agenda, and then to wait for ‘optimal-citizen’ to fill a vacant niche. My little speech, which was only meant to free me, might have started a chain reaction in which the senate would have to remove and suppress freethinking laborers. The masses needed powerful men, like Jagger and I, to move the needle from the top layer, to reduce friction. However, I wasn’t certain that this was my aspiration. I wanted a simple life. A life in which I could spend time with my boys and raise them right. The universe, however, had other plans.
	A knock came to my front door. Briefly, I stared at the door with a raised brow. I wondered who it could be, since all my friends had decided to leave my side. When I opened, and was immediately confronted with a puff of smoke in my face. “Captain!” Brutii exclaimed enthusiastically. “I have so much to tell you!”
	I waved away the mist and found a cigar planted in Brutii’s perfect white smile. “Since when do you smoke?” I asked.
	“Ah, it’s a bad habit I picked up as of late, and not one I wish to depart unto you.” Brutii tossed his cigar, which he seemingly only taken one puff of. He then leaned in and gave me a tight hug.
	After our brief embrace, I swung the door wide open and stepped to the side. “Please, enter, Professor!” I then called into the other room. “Noah! Come say hello to Brutii!”
	Noah’s zipped out of the adjacent lounge and jumped against Brutii’s legs, almost knocking the short man off balance. Brutii picked Noah up and hugged him, “Be careful! You’re stronger than you realize!”
	“Tell me story!!” Noah demanded while pulling at Brutii’s collar. 
	“I will! But first I need to speak with your father!”
	“What’s this unexpected visit?” I asked while closing the door behind him.
	Brutii plopped Noah on the couch, gave him a piece chocolate and patted his head, then turned to me. “I have a brainstorm, Captain, and I must share with you my thoughts.”
	“Well, I’m listening.”
	Brutii took a deep breath and folded his hands behind his back. For a brief moment, he stood in contemplation, building up a bit of tension before speaking. “Our journey to the East opened my eyes. I used to believe that Lima was the center of the universe, and although she is the shining light of the new world, she is nothing compared to what she could be. There is so much potential wasted here. When you gave that speech a week ago— just a thirty second speech— you awoke a beast. I know your intentions were merely to release yourself from the shackles of your own mind, but in the process, you tipped over a bubbling cauldron.”
	I rolled my eyes. There we go again. For the past week, every conversation I had was either entirely focused on the journey East or the speech upon my return. Its true what Brutii said— I only wanted to release the pressure on my shoulders and embrace my true past, but now it seemed all the world was collapsing in my wake. Quite honestly, I found it an exaggeration. The whole point of the speech was to show the many men and women of Lima that I was but an average man— below average, in fact, when placed within the superficial hierarchy.
	Brutii approached me, scanning over his shoulder as if to make sure we were alone in the room. He then leaned closely and whispered, “I have seen the truth. The people of Lima will rule. It’s only a matter of time before a revolution erupts, and you can make it happen.”
	“What?” I took a step back. “What is wrong with you? Are you nuts? Did those drugs destroy your brain? You want me to instigate more unrest??? Everyone I know has already disowned me.”
	“No! Bishop, trust me, the last thing I want is more violence. What I want is a subtle, slow-brewing, calculated plan. I want to free the people of Lima and guide them into a more prosperous future. I want a child born into poverty to know that he could rise to the challenge and become a man of great virtue. I used to believe myself a lesser spiritual being, but the East has opened my mind! There will always be inequality in this world, but when the soul is judged, let it be judged by his deeds, not by the caste in which HE is born.”
	“Brutii, I want nothing to do with this. The whole city is upside down already. We barely returned by the skin of our teeth and I’m going to cherish every peaceful moment I have left.”
	Brutii’s expression remained unchanging. There was a constant twinkle in his eyes— a bright and lively glimmer that had looked so out-of-place in the bleak East. Yet, his optimism did not come from naivete nor ignorance— which was what I suspected when we first met—The reality was that his brilliant, lively eyes came from accepting the nature of reality, and then striving still for idealism. He had displayed this while leading Little Lima, and now his ambitions had grown a bit too big for his own good. Lima was too vast, too old, too set-in-her-ways to change, and any attempt would only get us all killed.
	Brutii nodded and smiled. “You don’t need to do anything out of the ordinary. Just be yourself. The people will rise to your support.”
	“The people I expected to support me were the first to leave. Jagger and Salcido don’t want anything to do with me anymore.”
	“Give them time, Bishop. They will come around. You shocked everyone, and people’s first response to shock is either fight, flight, or freeze. But when the shock has subsided, they will find that the truth still lingers. There is no going back to the old ways. The senate might regain control, but for how long? I don’t expect anything from you, Captain. You are free to do as you please. But just know that I am here, moving silently, even if it may not seem the case… And I will be waiting for you.” Brutii smiled brightly and slapped my shoulder, then turned to face Noah. “Time for a story!”
	“YES!”
	“This is the story of how you, little Noah, was given your name.” Brutii coughed into his fist and took a deep breath before propping little Noah on his leg. “A long time ago, in an age almost forgotten, there was man tasked to preserve all life…”
	I stood with folded arms and began to listen to the ancient myth. What Brutii had just said was entirely true, “people freeze when in shock,” as I found myself petrified by his suggestion. I should have removed Brutii from my house the moment he mentioned instigating an uprising, but something compelled me to entertain the idea. Somehow, Brutii had managed to plant a seed.
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