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	The Standards

	I've done a lot of things in my life. Some I'm proud of, some I'm not. But they all taught me the same thing: wasting time is a mortal sin.

	So here's what I promise:

	No wasted pages. Every scene earns its place or it's gone.

	Stories stick to their own rules. Whatever world I'm building, it stays consistent.

	Emotional honesty. Dark when it's dark. Rainbows and ponies when it's rainbows and ponies.

	Completed stories. I finish what I start. I won't abandon a series halfway.

	Honest marketing. The blurb matches the book. The cover matches the tone. No bait-and-switch.

	I write to leave something behind, for those who come after, starting with my son. I want to leave behind something worth keeping.

	If something doesn't work, tell me. You give me honest feedback. I give you better stories.

	J. R. Kendiro

	
 

	Thank you for reading this piece from the Motherverse.

	 

	To receive informational nutrients about upcoming chapters that will sprout from the tissue of the saga, subscribe to my newsletter at www.kendiro.com

	 

	
The Mother feeds her readers,

	The readers feed the Mother. 

	
 

	My heartfelt thanks to the beta readers and ARC readers who helped shape this story. Your time, your honesty, your 'what the hell did you write here?' — they mean more than words can say.

	
 

	 

	 

	→ A healer  

	→ Glossary  

	→ I propose an Akhenasi

	→ Meanwhile, at the Last Fort…

	

	 

	 

	 


1 – The Lesson

	 

	Khulekani looked out at the young people gathered before him. The classroom was a wide semicircular structure with an imperfect shape. Calcified growths protruded at irregular intervals from the walls and floor. The space was packed, but not the slightest whisper could be heard.

	The translucent membrane-windows pulsed slowly, filtering light from outside. Dancing shadows moved across the interior surfaces. A long crack ran through one of the walls—a sign of the earthquake that had shaken the Sac the previous month, causing every tower in the city to vibrate.

	At the center of the classroom, a commoner trembled visibly on an improvised raised platform. He was naked from the waist up. His thin chest showed his ribs in stark relief beneath the skin. His lips moved in silent prayer while his eyes wandered nervously around the room.

	"Today you'll witness a Selection," Khulekani announced. "A standard one: healthy man, worker with no criminal record, no deformities or debilitating diseases. He's simply reached forty years of age. Memorize everything—it's the same procedure you'll have to carry out yourselves to advance to the Second Circle."

	He approached the commoner, who was now babbling disconnected words. "Kneel," he ordered with a firm voice.

	The man tried to obey, but his legs were shaking so violently that he fell forward, collapsing onto the platform. He tried to get back up on his knees but kept staggering, unable to maintain the position.

	Khulekani huffed. "Vuyo," he pointed to a boy in the center row, "and Zola," he pointed toward a girl in the back row, "come help hold him up."

	The two students stood up and quickly came down the steps toward the platform. The commoner began trembling violently, mumbling increasingly frantic words. Taking him by the arms, the students put him on his knees.

	"Don't worry," Vuyo whispered to the man, "it'll be quick. The Mother will welcome you."

	"Silence!" Khulekani snapped, shooting the student a withering look. "We're not at a public fountain chatting."

	"I'm sorry, master," Vuyo stammered, "I just thought I'd calm him down. In a real Selection I would never allow myself—"

	"This is a Selection," Khulekani rebuked him with a sharp voice. "It doesn't matter whether it's done inside a tower or on a sacrificial hill. Show proper respect for The Mother, to our Profession, and to the selected."

	The boy lowered his gaze, mortified. Silence returned to reign in the classroom.

	Khulekani observed the commoner, who seemed to have calmed down slightly, though he continued to tremble. "Zola, you stand up. Vuyo can handle him alone." The girl obeyed immediately. "Bring the tray from the desk over here."

	Zola hurried toward the lectern and returned with a tray of polished petroclast. A translucent membrane pulsed slowly on its surface alongside a stiletto with a thin blade, also made of black petroclast.

	Khulekani took the membrane, which began to quiver more intensely upon contact with his hands. He examined it with a critical eye, stretching it slightly with his fingers.

	"Elasticity is fundamental," he explained, addressing the class and rotating the membrane in his hand, showing it off. A sweet and vaguely metallic smell spread through the air, like fermented sap and molten copper. "It must be flexible enough to adhere completely, but robust enough not to tear during the process."

	He turned toward the commoner and positioned the membrane on his head, letting it fall like a living veil. As it adapted to the skull, the membrane made a sound similar to that of a suction cup. The man let out a strangled moan, held firmly by Vuyo.

	"The Mother feeds the child, the child feeds The Mother," the commoner began to pray. "The Mother feeds the child, the child feeds The Mother."

	From the rows of students, numerous voices joined him in chorus.

	Khulekani took the petroclast stiletto from the tray and, with a sharp movement, made an incision on the surface of the membrane. At his side, Zola watched with wide eyes. Her hand moved imperceptibly, mimicking the gesture Khulekani had just performed.

	The tissue quivered violently and contracted, wrapping tightly around the commoner's head. The corners of the membrane stretched into translucent tentacles, which coiled around his neck. The man's eyes flew wide open in a final flash of lucidity as the suffocation process began.

	"Observe the edges," Khulekani said in a didactic tone, while the borders of the membrane began to change color. All the students leaned forward from their seats to get a better look. Khulekani pointed to a spot, moving his finger continuously, adapting to the commoner's convulsions. "The coloration shifts toward red when the process of absorbing bodily fluids begins. Uniform coloration indicates an optimal process." He tilted his head slightly, observing the tentacles on the Selected's neck. "That's not the case here: Vuyo, adjust the membrane on the left side."

	The commoner continued to thrash about while Vuyo struggled to move a tentacle downward. His movements grew increasingly weak.

	"Who can tell me," Khulekani asked the class, "what specific mechanism causes death during Selection?"

	The silence stretched for several seconds, then a hand went up in the back row.

	"You," Khulekani pointed.

	"Strangulation," the student said.

	Khulekani shook his head slowly. "Common mistake. Look at the bluish veins around the mouth. The tentacles don't squeeze. They seal. The membrane creates an airtight closure around the skull, preventing any air exchange. In every proper Selection, and this one is proceeding reasonably well, death occurs by asphyxiation."

	Behind him, the commoner lost consciousness and slumped forward. Vuyo let him go to avoid being dragged down as well. Khulekani turned around just long enough for a glance, then focused back on the class.

	"And what vital signs need to be monitored to confirm that death has occurred?"

	"Lip coloration, pupil dilation, and cardiac arrest," Zola answered promptly, still standing next to Khulekani.

	"Exactly," Khulekani nodded. "Vuyo, check the pulse."

	The boy placed two fingers on the commoner's neck and counted mentally. "Absent, master," he reported after a few seconds.

	Khulekani approached the body and placed his own fingers on the man's neck.

	"The Selection is complete," he announced. "Now, who can describe the mechanism of death?"

	No one moved. Khulekani sighed.

	"Shameful," the healer master commented, shaking his head slightly. "In a week you'll have to carry out your first real Selection, and you can't answer such an elementary question. You, answer."

	He pointed to a fifteen-year-old boy with a terrified expression. The boy stammered, and before he could formulate a complete sentence, Khulekani moved on to the girl beside him.

	"Forced inspiration, respiratory arrest... airway collapse?" she suggested with an uncertain voice.

	"Partially correct. Use a firm tone when you answer my questions. Continue."

	The girl bit her lip, looking around for help.

	"I'm in front of you," Khulekani said, gesturing for her to look him in the eyes.

	Finally, the girl gave up. "It's too advanced a concept, master," she said, making excuses.

	"But that's incredibly basic," Khulekani burst out.

	He turned, took the stiletto, and went toward the enormous membrane-blackboard behind the lectern. He began carving into it. With each passage of the stiletto, the blackboard writhed in pain, but Khulekani proceeded indifferently. He adapted his writing to the sudden spasms with the sole precaution. The glyphs took shape quickly and precisely under his fingers, having performed those gestures countless times.

	While he carved, two attendants entered the classroom, quickly collecting the commoner's body. One of them muttered a brief prayer as they moved the corpse toward the back door.

	Khulekani turned back toward the audience, pointing with an outstretched hand at the glyphs on the blackboard. "The membrane induces three distinct phases: hypoxia, paralysis, collapse. Is this how you think you'll be promoted to the Second Circle?" He shook his head slightly. "Ravenous Mother, I've never witnessed such a concentration of ignorance in a single class."

	He turned again and inserted a finger with a crimson nail into an orifice on the edge of the blackboard, turning the finger clockwise and pressing hard. The blackboard had another spasm, but one of obvious pleasure. The glyphs carved into it began to disappear as the wounds healed. Khulekani waited half a minute in that position, until the blackboard was completely healed, then withdrew his finger and cleaned it of the orifice's fluids on his robe of the same color as his nail.

	Finally, he picked up the stiletto again and returned to torturing the blackboard with more brutal incisions, driven by his dissatisfaction.

	He turned again and said in an exhausted tone: "Now that the part that always interests everyone is over, let's get back to theory. This is the list of subjects for the written tests you'll have to pass. I trust that none of you wants to dishonor your parents, or your uncles, if your parents have already been Selected, by failing."

	A hissing sound came from above the top row of the semicircle, which rose steeply like an amphitheater with irregular, pulsing walls. Several heads, including Khulekani's, turned to look. A healer in her thirties, in the final months of pregnancy, entered through the Valve-door. Her crimson dress had a golden border along the collar. Seeing her, all the students stood up and bowed.

	"Sit down, sit down," she said, smiling, "sorry if I disturbed you."

	Khulekani also greeted her, bowing his head and saying: "You never disturb, Makhose. It's an honor to have a member of the Fourth Circle among us."

	"I'm sure it's a relief for your students," she replied, "your didactic observations could be heard all the way from the corridor."

	Some giggles rose from the rows of students, but they stopped immediately when Khulekani shot them an icy glance. Then the man composed himself and said: "With Makhose's permission..."

	She nodded and sat down on a calcified growth in the back row.

	"Let's resume the lesson," Khulekani continued. He moved to the center of the available space, absentmindedly running a finger over his sharp nails. "We're at the end of your first year of studies, yet you demonstrate a shameful knowledge of the Protocols. This is unacceptable. You," he addressed the female student he had questioned before. "Let's suppose that by some miracle you get into the Second Circle. You have to carry out a Selection—would you be capable of it?"

	Surprised to be questioned again, the girl cleared her throat. "Certainly, healer master."

	"I believe it, since you just saw one and I described all the steps. But anyone can end a person's life—it's easy. Why do we do it?"

	"Because it's our duty," the student replied.

	"Yes, yes," Khulekani said impatiently, "but why is it?"

	The girl lowered her eyes. "I'm sorry, healer master. I don't know how to answer."

	Khulekani pursed his lips in an expression of impatience. Before he could speak, Makhose spoke up loudly, to be heard by everyone.

	"You're admitting your ignorance. That's the first step toward improvement."

	The healer smiled at Khulekani, who looked at her with annoyance. "It's as Makhose says," he said diplomatically, then addressed the student again. "But at this point in the year, you should have already taken many such steps."

	He turned and walked toward the lectern at a brisk pace. "As a species," he resumed, "we must be strong and healthy. That's why our most sacred duty, from the Second Circle up, is to decide who must be Selected. And since we accept this responsibility completely, we are the ones who carry it out." He looked around, observing the students. "Shortly, if you're promoted, you'll have to do it too. Plus, new knowledge will be revealed to you. Not just the public principles of the Second Protocol, but the actual practices that only we can know. All for humanity."

	Khulekani paused, carefully observing his students' reactions. "We healers consciously base our entire knowledge on the Four Protocols and never compromise on them. Responsibilities increase. Always. If you don't think you can handle it, leave."

	A murmur rippled through the classroom. The students exchanged wary glances, each silently wondering if the healer master was referring specifically to them.

	"That's all for today," Khulekani concluded. "Tomorrow we'll get back to discussing basic anatomy. If you can't answer my questions again, you'll spend the rest of the day in the Hall of Pain."

	The students hurried to gather their things and leave, leaving only Khulekani and Makhose in the classroom. The healer was still adjusting the blackboard, with his finger inside the orifice, when the woman, from high up in the gallery, spoke to him.

	"Always scaring the new recruits?"

	"I don't scare anyone," he replied without turning around. "I educate."

	"With you, educating is scaring," she shot back, getting up with difficulty and beginning to come down the steps.

	Khulekani pulled his finger from the blackboard and hurried to approach her, helping her down. "You shouldn't be exerting yourself, sister. What week are you at?"

	"Thirty-fourth," Makhose replied with a sigh.

	"Want me to examine you? We can go to an observation room now, if you'd like."

	Makhose shook her head. "No. I came to give you the news in person, before Ayanda spreads new poison about you."

	"I'm immune to that woman," Khulekani replied, but Makhose raised a finger.

	"This time it's different. Our beloved healer chief is absolutely furious." She looked at Khulekani seriously, but then a smile lit up her face. "You've been chosen."

	Khulekani's eyes and mouth flew wide open, incredulous. "You mean..."

	"Yes, you've been nominated along with her for Elevation."

	The healer opened his mouth in disbelief, and for an instant his face emptied of all expression, then he exclaimed: "Oh!"

	Makhose clapped and moved to hug him, but Khulekani pulled back, visibly uncomfortable with the idea of physical contact. Makhose sighed and observed: "You don't seem particularly happy."

	"I haven't entered the Fourth Circle yet," he replied. "All that knowledge—I risk losing it."

	Makhose rolled her eyes, huffing. "What kind of priorities! You have the chance to live to old age and you think about these things?"

	Khulekani's face hardened. "I'm a healer. My priorities are established by the Protocols." He brought a hand to his chest and began beating it with each word. "Mother. Humanity. Knowledge. Mercy. No Protocol speaks of old age."

	"You've always been strange," Makhose said, smiling and shaking her head. "The nobles must be crazy to nominate you."

	"It's normal that they did," Khulekani replied. "I'm a genius."

	"Ah, yes," she said, "a humble and modest genius, as is well known throughout the Sac. And what about Ayanda? Is she a genius too?"

	"A genius!" Khulekani repeated with a contemptuous tone. "Her whole life is based on high-placed friends and relatives. She only has her position because she's the daughter of the previous healer chief."

	Makhose shook her head with a slight smile. "It's incredible how you manage to be so intelligent and so naive at the same time. We're also healers thanks to our mother—does that make us unfit? Besides, Ayanda has directed Toxicology for years with exemplary results. And she too is a genius in her own way. Don't underestimate her."

	"You're right about her being a real mystery. They should have nominated you."

	"They did," she replied. "I came in third. Excluded after they announced your name."

	"Oh," Khulekani repeated, caught by surprise. "I'm sorry."

	Silence fell between the two siblings. Makhose put her hands on her belly, looking down. Khulekani felt he had said something wrong, but didn't understand what.

	"It's all right," Makhose finally said, looking back at her brother. "I'm just sorry I won't see my son grow up."

	Khulekani felt uncomfortable in the face of such intimate sharing. He concealed it by taking his bag from the desk and putting it across his shoulder.

	"I'll refuse the Elevation," he said.

	His sister's eyes widened in surprise. "You'd do that for me? Khulekani, are you feeling all right?"

	"I'm doing it for myself," he replied. "I can't accept living for decades without reaching true knowledge." He became more serious than ever. "I'll talk to Ayanda. I'll tell her I'm withdrawing from the Elevation, in exchange for immediate promotion to the Fourth Circle. Once I'm out, you'll have a chance to see your son grow up."

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


2 – The Choice

	 

	That evening, in his apartment, Khulekani found himself upside down in perfect balance, supported only by his hands.

	The entrance area served as both bedroom and meditation space. It was bare, functional, and by Khulekani's standards, relaxing. A bed grew as a protuberance from the floor itself, curling along the edges and remaining soft at all hours of the day in the central part. Along the eastern wall, a row of small statuettes depicting The Mother in various positions was arranged. They showed her with swollen belly, enormous breasts, and mouth gaping wide with sharp teeth. Facing them, a carpet of dried membranes offered sufficient space for his exercises.

	His lean body, covered only by thin fabric wrapped around his hips, appeared deceptively fragile. As he supported himself on his arms, his muscles contracted with surprising density. He wasn't massive like the guardians or nobles who could afford a diet rich in nutritious food, but every fiber of his body was sculpted with surgical precision.

	"Breath, vigor, balance."

	He intoned the litany of mental rest, the sound vibrating in his chest as he breathed with measured rhythm.

	"Breath, vigor, balance."

	With fluid movements, Khulekani shifted his weight onto his hands, straightening his body completely. He lifted one hand, maintaining balance on the other alone. There was no trace of effort on his face—only absolute concentration as he remained motionless like a statue.

	He was mentally preparing to rise up on his fingers when a firm knock at the Valve-door interrupted his concentration.

	Go away, he thought, hoping the intruder would sense his desire for solitude. To no avail. More knocks followed, more insistent.

	Khulekani opened his eyes with an annoyed sigh.

	"Why won't they ever leave me in peace?" he muttered.

	He bent his body and performed a half-somersault in the air, landing on his feet. He approached the Valve-door with measured steps and ran a finger along the sensitive edge. The membrane opened with a wet hiss.

	A young boy appeared in front of Khulekani. He was one of the few commoners admitted to certain areas of the healers' tower to carry out service duties. The youth bowed his head obsequiously and held out a tray with food.

	"Your dinner, healer master," he said with a deferential tone.

	Khulekani took the tray mechanically, while the boy, with his hands finally free, pulled a scroll from the bag he carried across his shoulder.

	"There's also this for you, master," he added, handing him a rolled membrane.

	With both hands occupied, Khulekani went back into the room, absentmindedly examining the scroll's seal. He stopped short, recognizing the noble glyph of clan Kala. He arched an eyebrow.

	The clan of the noble chief himself, he thought.

	He set the tray on the nightstand next to the bed and went near the membrane-window, letting the fresh air dry the sweat on his forehead. He cast a fleeting glance at the tops of the other Profession towers, all overshadowed only by the imposing silhouette of the noble tower.

	He looked at the package again. He detached the binding as he moved toward the bed, breaking the seal at the same time. He sat down and after stuffing a hot, greasy fungus in his mouth, began unrolling the membrane. It was dead but still hydrated enough to spread out without difficulty.

	The letter was written in common glyphs, less elegant than those of the healers, but at least he could read them.

	"For the magnificence and glory of the venerable noble chief Sokhulu of clan Kala, Lord of the Sac! healer master Khulekani is peremptorily summoned to attend the Ceremony of Remembrance at the noble tower, tomorrow, mid-morning. It is absolutely forbidden to bring instruments of the Profession or other objects that could be used as weapons. At the entrance, you will be escorted by a guardian to the ceremonial hall: for no reason must you stray from his presence."

	Khulekani frowned, wondering why a Third Circle healer like himself had been summoned. The Ceremony of Remembrance meant that a noble had died and, given the glyph, it was someone from clan Kala.

	Another son of Sokhulu, he thought.

	In the last ten years the fratricidal struggle to inherit the throne had grown more intense. The brothers and sisters in the line of succession had killed each other with enthusiasm, both in official duels and in barely credible accidents.

	But why do I have to attend? he wondered again, while taking a yellowish tuber from the tray and biting into it.

	Maybe because I'm a candidate for Elevation. They want me to start interacting with other nobles and feel obligated to participate in their stupid rites.

	Continuing to eat, he reread the letter, horrified at the idea that he would have to spend hours of his life at a ceremony. But then he cheered up.

	They'll certainly be less exhausting than the lesson I would have had to give to a horde of imbeciles.

	He wiped a hand of the purplish sauce on his bare chest, then took a Sphere of fluid and sucked some liquid. As soon as the liquid entered his throat, his eyes bulged and he felt a burning sensation of constriction. It was as if hundreds of tiny spines were piercing the walls of his esophagus. He shot to his feet, bringing his hands to his throat.

	Think, idiot! he screamed inside himself.

	He had already made the mistake of getting agitated, giving the substance the chance to act more quickly. Calmly, while his trachea swelled and his vision began to blur, he approached a cabinet. He knelt and opened it, then with one hand knocked all the small spheres contained inside to the ground.

	Meanwhile, he felt something trickling down his face. He touched it and realized that blood was coming out of his eyes and nose.

	Mucous membrane irritation, imminent convulsions, visual alteration... Esophobic toxin.

	He took a stiletto and pricked his wrist, making more blood flow than he had wanted. He ended up on the ground, unable to maintain his balance.

	Quickly, he thought, putting his index finger in the wound and noting with detached concern that he felt no pain. He pulled out his finger and looked at his nail. The normally crimson color began to change, quickly becoming bright blue.

	Copper. Presence of derived sulfates. Respiratory toxin with metallic base. It must be derived from the secretions of the Red Pits... maybe from the aziotoxin family.

	As he began to have his first convulsions, he stretched out a trembling hand toward the spheres he had deliberately thrown on the ground. He dragged the hand he was now unable to lift. He tried to grab one, but with a spasm pushed it away and cursed inwardly.

	Calm down, he told himself. Then, as if he were talking to his hand: Reach out, stop, and grab that damn sphere.

	He stretched out his arm with superhuman effort and managed to touch the sphere, which moved rolling on the organic floor. With another effort he pushed himself forward again and finally grasped it.

	He brought it to his mouth, while a crystal-clear thought crossed his feverish mind: Twelve poisons from the same family, and this antidote only works with three. I have a one in four chance of surviving. May The Mother not see me.

	Finally, Khulekani sucked the liquid and the act of swallowing made him sink into darkness, his body now devoid of any residual energy.

	He woke up with a pounding headache, not understanding where he was. Then he looked at the sphere he still held in his hand and thanked The Mother in a whisper. He got back up, exhausted but alive, looking toward the membrane-window. He saw that it was now deep night—he had slept for hours.

	He dragged himself toward a resin basin and rinsed his face, cleaning off the blood and fluids that had trickled down during the crisis.

	"They tried to poison me," he murmured, "but who?"

	The first person he thought of was obviously Ayanda. She knew about his candidacy for Elevation and it would have been easy for her, as healer chief, to tamper with his food. But until then, however tense relations had been, she had never gone to anything like this.

	I need to talk to her as soon as possible, he thought, weighing the various facts. The sooner I tell her I don't intend to become a noble, the sooner I'll have her as an ally.

	Ayanda was ambitious, certainly, but attempted murder? He had been born and raised in the tower, yet he had never heard of a healer assassinating a colleague. Generally, these feuds were more noble business.

	Whoever it was, why did they do it? Maybe to prevent me from attending tomorrow's ceremony?

	He looked at the sky again through the membrane-window.

	Today's, he corrected himself.

	He looked at his bed, but he was so agitated that sleep was impossible. He got back into position for his meditation exercises, deciding that from now on it would be better to eat only in the public cafeteria.

	 

	 


3 – The Peril

	 

	Khulekani wasn't at all happy to find himself in the noble tower. He should have been at the healers' tower studying or giving a lesson. Or attending a Selection or, if there really wasn't anything more important, taking care of some patient.

	From the other side of the enormous seven-sided hall, the noble chief's young son, Nkosi, was laughing boisterously. He was recognizable by his height well beyond the norm and his hairless skull, surrounded by peers who hung on his every word. Nkosi had just told something that the healer hadn't managed to hear, but which had provoked collective laughter inappropriate for the solemn occasion.

	Nkosi turned around and when he met Khulekani's gaze, an arrogant smile exploded across his face. He raised the Sphere of fluid he held in his hand and shook it in the air, as if he were mockingly greeting him. The movement made the necklace of ears he wore around his neck sway. Khulekani looked away, irritated.

	The incessant chatter filled the hall, but Khulekani ignored it. His gaze wandered again among the colorful crowd. Most were nobles in sumptuous bluebark robes, but the chiefs of the Professions and numerous high-level members were also present. The entire elite of the Sac was present, forced to attend this tedious ceremony.

	He recognized the cartographer chief by his white and gray clothes and by his crest, tall and enriched with colored ribbons. Khulekani found the typical hairstyle of cartographers embarrassing, but this man's particularly made him uncomfortable.

	Not far away, the architect chief was gesticulating animatedly, repeatedly striking his tattooed forehead with a finger while talking to the guardian chief. The latter nodded mechanically, with the vacant eyes of someone imagining decapitating his interlocutor with the ceremonial staff he carried at his side.

	And then, naturally, there was Ayanda. The boredom he had felt up to that moment transformed into annoyance as he observed the woman.

	The healer chief was conversing with some colleagues, but Khulekani could read the same mood in her body language. She hated being there as much as he did.

	I believe it, Khulekani thought, we're all prostituting ourselves in here.

	In the group of healers there was also Makhose. When she caught Khulekani's eye, her mouth fell open. He smiled at her and raised a hand in an elegant greeting. The woman mouthed a message that, even at a distance, Khulekani managed to understand without problems: what the hell are you doing here?

	Khulekani shrugged, as if to say he knew as much as she did.

	A rhythmic beating of drums abruptly interrupted the silent conversation. The crowd turned as one organism toward the great central Valve-door. Its five lobes began to bloom with impressive choreography, each taller than an adult man. Through the veil of dense liquids that slowly dripped from the gaping lobes, four bearers could be glimpsed.

	The minor nobles advanced to the rhythm of the drums, carrying above their heads a litter made of calcified membranes, decorated with inserts of precious organic fabrics. On top of it, noble chief Sokhulu gripped the armrests of the fungus-chair with gnarled fingers, as if he feared falling at any moment.

	His wrinkled face was contorted in a severe expression, while he seemed to judge every single person present. The lobes of his ears, divided into thin strips that fell on his shoulders like precious fringes, swayed slightly with each breath of the elderly man. The litter was gently set down on a raised platform at the center of the hall. The four bearers bowed deeply before withdrawing with measured steps. An oppressive silence fell over the hall.

	Khulekani observed with clinical interest the trembling and livid spots on his hands.

	He's so old, he thought, what's he waiting for to die?

	The drums began to beat louder, slowing the rhythm, then stopped. A herald emerged from the Valve-door, carrying a staff of dark petroclast. He advanced with measured pace until he reached the center of the hall, next to the noble chief's Platform. With a theatrical movement, he struck the staff on the floor, producing a dull sound amplified by the acoustics of the heptagonal hall.

	"Long life to the venerable noble chief Sokhulu of clan Kala," the herald began with a stentorian voice, "Lord of the Sac, Divine firstborn of The Mother, Protector of the Greater Membrane, First among nobles."

	Nkosi abandoned his group of flatterers and crossed the hall to reach his father, with his back straight and chin raised. His robe, of such precious quality that it seemed almost liquid, undulated with each step, reflecting light with iridescent flashes.

	Noticing him, the herald skillfully shifted attention to him. "Long life to noble Nkosi of clan Kala, Designated Heir, Blood of Blood, Future Lord of the Sac and Its Peoples, Dominator of the Currents of Stagnation!"

	The more the man spoke, the more Nkosi stiffened.

	Strange, the healer thought, he doesn't like being put at the center of attention like this.

	Several nobles of high lineage watched the young man proceed with poorly concealed spite.

	Nkosi reached the podium, positioning himself to the right of his father's litter. Sokhulu scrutinized his son from atop his fungus-chair, with an expression of open disapproval.

	Instead of lowering his gaze, as any other person would have done, Nkosi held his father's stare. Khulekani was struck by the young noble's audacity.

	The noble chief finally looked away and cleared his throat with a hoarse rasp.

	"Eighty years!" Sokhulu's voice, though weakened by age, filled the heptagonal hall. "Eighty years have passed since The Mother granted me to live in the Sac. In all this time, I have had numerous sons and daughters."

	He stopped, looking at Nkosi again. "And then the blessing ended," he said dryly.

	There was a moment of silence, interrupted only by coughs and murmurs. Khulekani felt movement beside him. Makhose had approached silently, holding her round belly with both hands. She nodded at him and Khulekani silently returned the greeting.

	His sister pointed at his face. "What happened to you?" she whispered. "It looks like you've been beaten bloody."

	"You came very close," he commented, before Sokhulu resumed speaking.

	"Today," the noble chief said, with a bitterness that not even his regality could disguise, "the order of succession to lead the Sac requires new recognition. Another of my sons, Zuberi, has sadly died." He gripped the armrests of the fungus-chair with such force that his knuckles turned white, looking at Nkosi. "Since the whims of fate have deprived the Sac of its most promising sons, we are now forced to rely on the scraps."

	The old noble made a weary gesture to the herald, who advanced solemnly, striking the staff three times on the floor. The sound echoed like a lament.

	"We remember the recent dead of clan Kala. Noble Vashti, thirteenth progeny of noble chief Sokhulu," he announced with a grave voice, "died thirty-one days ago, strangled by an algae in the purification pools." The herald made a theatrical pause. "May The Mother feast upon her limbs."

	"May The Mother feast upon her limbs," the dozens of attendees repeated.

	The herald struck the staff on the ground and continued. "We remember noble Thando, ninth progeny of noble chief Sokhulu, who expired twenty-two days ago, after consuming fungi that a careless cook had mistaken for edible ones. May The Mother feast upon his limbs."

	"May The Mother feast upon his limbs," everyone repeated.

	"And those of the cook," Makhose whispered, so close to Khulekani's ear that her breath tickled his lobe. "These nobles are really unlucky."

	Khulekani nodded, observing again the necklace that hung from Nkosi's neck. The lobes of those decomposing ears were very jagged. The young noble had an impassive face, but his fingers absentmindedly caressed those macabre remains around his neck.

	"And today we mourn the sad death of noble Zuberi, fifteenth progeny of noble chief Sokhulu," the herald concluded, with a voice now more dramatic, "vanished into The Mother's depths two days ago, accidentally fallen from the fifth floor of the noble tower." The staff struck the floor for the last time, harder. "May The Mother feast upon his limbs."

	Khulekani turned toward Makhose and looking into each other's eyes, they pronounced together: "May The Mother feast upon his limbs."

	The herald struck the staff one last time and stepped back, returning behind the litter.

	"And so," Sokhulu resumed, "year after year, all my children have died except one. By grace of The Mother and by right of birth, I declare Nkosi, twenty-first progeny of my flesh, my successor as noble chief."

	Applause rose in the hall, partly convinced, partly barely sketched out of ceremonial duty.

	"But my heir," Sokhulu continued, raising a hand to end the applause, "still has much to learn, before being worthy of the seat he will one day occupy."

	The noble chief gestured toward the chiefs of the Professions. "Before he can lead, he must know. Before he can command, he must understand."

	Nkosi had stopped playing with the lobes. His expression had returned to impassive, looking at his father with formal solemnity.

	"For this reason," Sokhulu announced, "my heir will spend one complete year with each of the chiefs of the Professions," he made a grimace directed at his son, "starting with the healers."

	Nkosi bowed his head toward his father in a sign of respect. A buzz spread through the hall, while nobles and representatives of the Professions exchanged perplexed glances. Makhose leaned toward Khulekani, puzzled.

	"A healer as tutor?" she whispered. "Have they gone crazy? When was the last time this happened?"

	Khulekani thought quickly. "I think three hundred years ago, during the reign of Dhumisani of clan Mhondo."

	"Dhumisani the incendiary?"

	"There haven't been other Dhumisanis. It doesn't bode well."

	"Let the designated one come forward," Sokhulu ordered.

	A silence heavy with tension fell over the hall. No one moved. Gazes wandered confused, trying to identify who the chosen one was. Makhose shot an interrogative glance at Khulekani, who simply shrugged, equally perplexed.

	After some moments of embarrassing waiting, healer chief Ayanda cleared her throat with a dry cough. She stepped slightly forward, to the center of the empty space between the crowd and the podium, bowing again.

	"Venerable noble chief," she said with a servile voice, "the designated one has not yet been informed of the great honor that awaits him."

	Sokhulu arched an eyebrow with curiosity, but said nothing. Ayanda turned slowly, and her eyes settled on Khulekani, smiling. The healer had a horrible premonition.

	"Khulekani of the Third Circle," the woman announced, with evident satisfaction, "you're our most promising healer, and you have the honor of being designated tutor of Nkosi, future lord of the Sac."

	The applause that followed sounded distant and muffled to Khulekani. He felt blood pulsing in his ears, clouding his hearing.

	"It is a great honor," Ayanda continued, with a honeyed tone, enjoying the moment, "that I have decided to grant to you, despite your young age. Of course, this means that the candidacy for Elevation will have to be suspended." Ayanda spread her arms, looking at the crowd around her. "But what could that be, in the face of the honor of educating the future noble chief?"

	There was another round of applause, while everyone looked at Khulekani with curiosity.

	Makhose patted him on the shoulder. "Oh, Khulekani," she said in a thin voice. "I'm so sorry."

	Khulekani remained motionless, unable to respond. His gaze crossed the hall until it found Nkosi's. The young noble was staring at him, with an indecipherable expression on his face while his fingers absentmindedly caressed the dried lobes of his macabre necklace.

	In a year I'll be dead.

	 


4 – The Proposition

	 

	They were in a small, damp triangular room. Noble chief Sokhulu was sipping from a purple sphere filled with alcohol. He sat in front of a black petroclast desk so smooth and polished that from the other side of the room, Khulekani could see his reflection on it.

	Beside the noble chief stood a guardian, motionless as a statue. As tall as Nkosi and just as muscular, she observed Khulekani with completely disinterested eyes. On the other side of the room, near a bookshelf full of tomes so old they were transparent, Nkosi leaned against a wall with his muscular arms crossed, watching the healer with an absorbed expression.

	Sokhulu took a noisy suck of liquid, belched, and wiped his mouth with the collar of his robe. He tossed the sphere onto the table.

	"Another one, Babalwa," he ordered.

	Behind him, the guardian simply walked toward the door, exiting silently.

	"Finally we meet," the noble chief said to Khulekani, looking at him coldly. "I've heard a lot about you, healer. Most of the time, very bad things."

	Khulekani remained silent, observing the noble chief with a neutral expression.

	Sokhulu smiled. "Good, you know etiquette. Many make unpleasant mistakes when they find themselves before me for the first time."

	The Valve-door could be heard hissing, and Babalwa returned carrying a sphere of fluid. She went behind the desk and, bowing, offered the sphere to the noble chief, who took it and sucked a generous sip.

	The sphere was almost black, a sign that the alcohol content was higher, but Sokhulu remained completely sober.

	He set the sphere on the desk. "Now you may speak," he granted.

	Khulekani bowed his head.

	"Noble chief Sokhulu, it's an honor to be in your presence. Nevertheless, I don't understand what happened," he raised his head and looked Sokhulu in the eyes. "I was supposed to be elevated."

	"A delay," Sokhulu said nonchalantly. "Just one year and then..."

	"And then, if I'm not elevated, I'll die," Khulekani interrupted him.

	Behind Sokhulu, the guardian's shoulders jerked—the first reaction she had shown since Khulekani entered the room. Nkosi let out a brief laugh, while Sokhulu looked sternly first at his son, then at his guest.

	"Why do you say that?" he asked, overlooking Khulekani's rudeness.

	"The Third Protocol of the healers," Khulekani replied.

	"I don't know it," Sokhulu said.

	The healer instinctively touched his chest with one hand, at heart level. "All for knowledge. We have the duty to preserve acquired knowledge. Which also means we're not allowed to reveal it to healers of Circles lower than the Third or, even worse, to people outside our Profession. When I finish this work, I'll be judged by the Fourth Circle and condemned to Selection." He turned to look at Nkosi. "All to teach your son how to use a hemostatic membrane or cure a cold."

	Nkosi tilted his head to one side.

	"You don't know how to speak to a noble, do you?" He moved away from the wall and approached Khulekani, who remained seated on a growth in the middle of the room. Nkosi loomed over him, leaned down, and said: "Be thankful you're necessary, little man, otherwise..."

	"If I'm necessary," Khulekani interrupted him, "even though I still don't know why, there's no point in threatening me. And since you're now my student, I expect politeness, deference, and respect from you."

	Nkosi's mouth fell open. This time, from the other side of the desk, it was Sokhulu who laughed.

	"See, son?" he said. "Even this master has figured out what a nobody you are."

	"I didn't say he's a nobody," Khulekani remarked. "I said he needs to be deferential. Respect my student."

	There was a moment of silence in the room, interrupted only by Sokhulu's teeth grinding, who seemed to become blacker than the sphere he had on his desk.

	Finally, Nkosi said: "Let's all calm down," then turned to Khulekani. "If we elevate you at the end of the year, you'll become a minor noble. Doesn't that keep you safe?"

	Khulekani nodded. "Since I'd no longer be a healer, I'd no longer have any obligation to respect the Protocols."

	"Then that's the promise," Nkosi said. "Help us and you'll live twice your normal lifespan."

	Too bad I had no intention of doing that, Khulekani thought sadly.

	Nkosi went back toward the bookshelf and picked up a volume covered in cracks. He brought it to Khulekani, who took it delicately, recognizing without being able to read the title in noble glyphs and the subtitle in common glyphs. The subtitle read Genealogy of clan Kala.

	"Open it," Nkosi ordered. "Twelfth page."

	Khulekani did as ordered. He saw a table with few headings and numbers, fortunately in common glyphs.

	After a few minutes of silence, the young noble asked, "Do you notice a pattern?"

	"I'd have to be blind not to see it," the healer replied contemptuously. "It's obvious. Your fertility has gone crazy." He ran his finger over the table's columns. "One generation has births well beyond the norm, the next has very few. A seesaw that repeats regularly."

	Khulekani turned the page, consulting two other diagrams. He frowned. "There's another pattern, more troubling. Over the centuries, both values are declining in parallel. The abundant generations are increasingly less so, the scarce ones increasingly more so."

	He closed the book and raised his gaze toward Nkosi. "Clan Kala's reproductive capacity is slowly running out."

	Nkosi and Sokhulu looked at each other. The noble chief dragged his fingers across the black petroclast.

	"I told you we need him," Nkosi said.

	"You need him," his father corrected him. "Damn you. Did you really have to kill your last brother?"

	Nkosi smiled coldly. "Considering that a week ago he tried to kill me..."

	"He should have succeeded!" Sokhulu shouted. "Now because of you, clan Kala risks extinction!"

	"From the data collected here," Khulekani said, tapping a hand on the book he had on his legs, "even Nkosi's brothers and sisters had the same genetic defect." He turned toward Nkosi. "Has anyone ever had children?"

	The noble shook his head. "We were nineteen brothers and sisters. From what I know, I only had two nephews who died shortly after birth."

	"And I imagine your brothers didn't practice sexual abstinence."

	Nkosi laughed. "You imagine correctly. No, we all participated regularly in the Ritual Orgies."

	The healer turned again toward Sokhulu. "What do you want from me?"

	"Isn't it obvious?" the old man said. "You have to heal this useless mass of muscles. Now I'm forced to help him, but if he doesn't father any children before my death, the other noble clans will never accept him as future noble chief." He lowered his gaze to his own hands, clenching them. "And the Kalas will die."

	Sokhulu quickly recovered from the moment of vulnerability. He straightened his shoulders and looked at Khulekani with penetrating eyes.

	"I order you to help us. Make my son produce an heir and I promise you Elevation."

	"I don't understand," Khulekani said. "I was already a candidate—you just had to elevate me and I could have helped you as a noble too."

	Sokhulu slammed his fist violently on the desk, making the black sphere vibrate as it rolled toward the edge, stopping just in time.

	"If it had been up to me," he explained, picking up the sphere again and toying with it, "I would have had a despicable individual like you Selected decades ago. But you're a healer, and a genius, they tell us. Even we nobles avoid killing those who are useful." He pointed a finger at him. "But if you become a noble, you can say goodbye to the safety your Profession provides."

	Nkosi intervened, laconically: "You die by Selection, we die by assassination. It wasn't clan Kala that proposed you for Elevation—we had other candidates in mind. Clan Mhondo did it. A clan that wants you dead. The best way to do it is to bring you here among them."

	"But why..." Khulekani began, then his eyes lit up with understanding. "Your infertility is public knowledge here in the noble tower. They want to kill me to prevent me from helping you."

	Nkosi nodded, but added: "That's partially true. This is the Kalas' private library. Only we can consult the book you're holding."

	"But the other nobles can also put two and two together," Khulekani said. Then he pointed at Babalwa. "Aren't you afraid that guardian might talk about what we're discussing?"

	Both Sokhulu and Nkosi burst out laughing. As usual, Babalwa didn't move a muscle.

	"A guardian who betrays the person they're protecting?" Sokhulu replied, shaking his head. "It's more likely that The Mother would announce she's no longer hungry." Then, turning serious again, he continued: "What worries me are the Mhondos and the other noble clans. They can't accuse us directly. But when I die, they'll act!"

	"I'm afraid they've already started," Khulekani said, pointing to his still swollen face. "Last night someone tried to kill me." He recounted the attempted poisoning and how he had managed to survive. "If I hadn't been a healer, a good one, I'd already be in The Mother's belly. Initially I thought it was the work of healer chief Ayanda, but if she already knew I was going to become Nkosi's tutor, it wouldn't have made sense to try to kill me. It must have been the Mhondos."

	Both nobles cursed.

	"Trying to assassinate a healer in his own tower," Nkosi ranted, punching the bookshelf. Several tomes wobbled, losing pieces of membranes.

	"We're underestimating them," the noble chief said thoughtfully. He looked at his son. "We have neither the time nor the resources to figure out which clan ordered his assassination."

	Nkosi counted on one hand. "The Mhondos, the Iphilos, the Dakandhas. We have quite a few enemies." Then he turned to Khulekani. "Think about what you risked. If you became a noble now, that would be your daily routine."

	"I'm starting to think your life is worse than ours," the healer said.

	Sokhulu looked at Khulekani with imploring eyes: "You're right, little man. We live in danger. But whether you want it or not, now your life is tied to ours. Help us, Khulekani. Help us!"

	 

	 


5 – The Disciple

	 

	The floor pulsed beneath Khulekani's footsteps as he walked down the long curved corridor. He clutched a heavy book in his hands. Some healers he passed stopped briefly, bowing their heads in respect. There was no warmth in their eyes, no friendship in their gestures. Only professional deference. As soon as he passed them, he heard their agitated whispers. He didn't care. He was used to it.

	He reached a small circular alcove on the first floor. It had large membrane-windows facing outward. Inside he found some First Circle healers in a heated medical discussion. At the sight of him, they fell silent instantly.

	"Out," Khulekani ordered in a flat tone.

	Jumping like recruits in front of the guardian chief, the young men gathered their materials and disappeared into the corridor. They shot him intimidated glances as they left.

	Left alone, Khulekani approached one of the membrane-windows. He heard a noise coming from outside. In the distance, he saw the enormous Greater Membrane standing out against the Vault. It was a translucent wall hundreds of meters high that filtered the light from the barely awakened glowstones. He looked down. A few meters away, some workers were stacking sacks on scaffolding. One of the men looked up and greeted the healer.

	"How much more do you have with this racket?" Khulekani snapped.

	"We're finishing up, healer master," the commoner said, lowering his eyes. "Our shift is almost over—we'll resume tonight."

	"Get out of here now! Finish your damn work later."

	He pulled his head back inside the alcove and closed the membrane-window to reduce the noise. He sat on a saddle-shaped growth protruding from the wall, opened the book, and began reading. He had been immersed in reading for more than an hour when a voice interrupted his concentration.

	"Good morning, Khulekani!"

	Nkosi entered the alcove with confident steps, followed by the impassive Babalwa. The noble wore a bluebark robe more subdued than usual, but of a quality no healer could ever afford. The necklace of ears he had worn the day of the ceremony was gone. In its place hung a pendant of translucent petroclast.

	Khulekani didn't look up from his book. "You're late."

	Nkosi stopped, visibly surprised. "A noble always has many commitments."

	"You're not a noble here," Khulekani replied, continuing to stare at the book's membranes. "You're a student. You're late. Don't let it happen again."

	The muscles in Nkosi's jaw tensed. "Do you really have to talk to me like that?" His voice cracked with indignation.

	Khulekani felt the guardian approaching. He looked up, ignoring her and staring Nkosi straight in the eyes.

	"You're my student. If you want to learn, you'll follow my rules. Otherwise, we can save time and you can have your bodyguard throw me out of this window." He gestured nonchalantly behind him. "Like you did with your last brother."

	Nkosi's eyes widened. His mouth remained half-open, making no sound.

	Khulekani went back to reading his book. Then, out of the corner of his eye, he saw that Nkosi had sat down on a growth near his. Babalwa had disappeared, silently.

	"What are you reading?" Nkosi asked, with a calmer voice.

	Khulekani showed him the first membrane of the book. "Basic concepts of the First Protocol," he said, handing him the volume. "Here."

	Nkosi took the book, turning it in his hands with some curiosity. "I don't know the healers' glyphs."

	"You don't have to read it—you have to carry it for me," Khulekani replied. He stood up and smoothed the folds of his red robe. "Now follow me."

	He headed toward the alcove's exit.

	"Where are we going?" Nkosi asked, but received no answer.

	Khulekani stepped back into the curved corridor. He could tell Nkosi was following him from the alarmed looks and hurried bows of the people around him. He went down a flight of stairs that brought them to the tower's ground floor. Finally the young noble caught up with him, walking alongside him.

	"I asked you where we're going," Nkosi said, irritated again.

	"To remedy your ignorance," Khulekani replied. He stopped at a floor and immediately turned the corner.

	They proceeded through a long corridor with translucent walls. Finally they reached a wide columned space overlooking a vast greenhouse. Below them, countless organisms grew in organic tanks. Violet tubercles pulsed slowly, emanating a phosphorescent glow. Turquoise blue fungi expanded and contracted like lungs. Membranes with scarlet red tentacle-like appendages writhed slowly, seeking something to grasp. The smells and miasmas of dozens of animal, fungoid, and crystalline species pervaded the air. They merged into a single rotten and dense fragrance.

	Going down a spiral staircase, Khulekani pointed to three organisms in a row. He pronounced their names. "Neurovegetative polyp-fungus, useful for paralysis of the lower limbs. Hemostatic tubercle, stops internal bleeding in seconds. Greater analgesic vesicle, reduces pain in the most invasive operations."

	Reaching an organic workbench, Khulekani inserted a finger into a central orifice and turned his hand clockwise. The bench opened in half like a ripe fruit. It revealed a series of tools in gray petroclast and other barely recognizable materials, neatly arranged in soft alveoli. Having pulled his finger out of the orifice, Nkosi noticed that the nail had turned yellow. But it was quickly returning to its normal crimson shade.

	"Your nails," the noble said, pointing to them with a gesture. "They seem extraordinarily useful."

	Khulekani brought his fingers to his face, observing them. "I don't pay attention to them anymore. But yes, they're useful." He smiled at the noble. "Want to see what else they can do?"

	Nkosi nodded, intrigued. The healer bent down, bringing a hand to the floor. He dragged his nails across the underlying tissue, creating deep furrows.

	The noble let out an amused whistle. "Fantastic! Can I have them too?"

	"Certainly," Khulekani replied, straightening up. "It only takes three years. The Symbiosis with Grafted Organic Receptors has to be completed and the keratin has to thicken. The pain you'll feel every single day is..." He paused, searching for the right words. "Considerable. The receptors have to bind to the nerves, penetrate to the bone marrow, and establish connections with the lymphatic system." He looked at Nkosi. "Still interested?"

	Nkosi laughed, a short and bitter sound. "Better leave them to you healers."

	"Wise choice," Khulekani murmured. He took two scalpel-like instruments, a small transparent sphere, and an organism halfway between a fungus and an animal. Nkosi pointed to it with a finger.

	"What's that?" he asked.

	"An Extractor," Khulekani replied, showing it to him. It was an elongated structure ending with a pulsing vesicle connected to a translucent spine.

	The healer pointed to a fungus-chair and said, "Sit down and roll up your sleeve above the elbow."

	The noble obeyed, continuing to look curiously at the instrument with pulsing veins.

	"It'll hurt," Khulekani warned, bringing the spine close to Nkosi's arm. "Hold still."

	"I'm used to pai..." Nkosi began, but then his eyes bulged and he stiffened suddenly. His face contorted in a grimace as the spine penetrated his skin. The pain he was experiencing was different from anything he had ever felt. The transparent vesicle connected to the spine began pulsing rhythmically, sucking blood. When it was completely full, it made a gurgling sound and the spine lost rigidity.

	Khulekani detached the instrument. Nkosi held his aching arm, observing the small hole the spine had left on his skin.

	"Does it serve the purpose I think it does?" he asked, massaging the extraction point. Even though they were alone in the greenhouse, he didn't feel comfortable speaking openly about Khulekani's task.

	The healer nodded. "The Extractor will preserve your blood for forty-eight hours, keeping it unchanged," he explained. He observed the dark liquid in the pulsing vesicle. "I'll analyze it and start thinking about a temporary solution to your... impediment."

	"Temporary?" Nkosi asked with a raised eyebrow.

	Khulekani smiled, a rare expression on his face. "However sophisticated, our science rarely makes progress. If you've had this problem for centuries, surely other colleagues of mine have tried to remedy it. That means there's no definitive cure, but I count on finding a functional expedient."

	He carefully put away the Extractor. He placed it in a fleshy container that he sealed with a movement of his fingers. "I'll also need your seminal fluid," he added lightly. "Do you want me to collect it or..."

	"Ravenous Mother, I'll do it myself!" Nkosi exclaimed in fright. He involuntarily brought his hands to his genitals.

	Khulekani let out a brief laugh. "I'll provide you with a container. You can bring me the sample tomorrow."

	He returned to the work table and took the two scalpels he had set aside. He handed one to Nkosi and pointed to a large red-violet organism at the far end of the greenhouse. "Now you'll learn to dissect a dermaloid. It'll be useful to you—its consistency is identical to that of human skin and underlying organs."

	"I already know what human skin feels like," Nkosi replied in a neutral tone.

	"No," Khulekani corrected. "You know how to tear it. I'll explain how to open it without taking life."

	They approached the organism, which trembled slightly when they entered its perceptual field.

	"What did I say it's called?" Khulekani asked, pointing to the dermaloid.

	Nkosi didn't respond. He stared fascinated at the scalpel in his hands. "It's remarkably sharp," he commented.

	"It's a memberblade," Khulekani corrected him. He saw that the instrument had begun to vibrate and was changing color along the edge, from translucent to bright pink. "Put it down. You're bothering it."

	Nkosi continued looking at the memberblade without any concern. "This thing is really a membrane?"

	He brought a finger close to the blade to test it. It, sensing body heat, snapped upward, superficially cutting his skin.

	Khulekani huffed and took a long, transparent membrane from a nearby container. He firmly grasped Nkosi's hand and pressed the membrane against the cut. It snapped closed around the injured finger, making the noble startle. The pain disappeared instantly.

	Khulekani picked up the memberblade that had fallen on the table. "Work tools must be respected," Khulekani said. "If you call them things, they get offended."

	Nkosi burst out laughing, but his smile faded when he saw that the healer was perfectly serious. "A membrane that gets offended? Are you crazy?"

	"You're the one who cut himself," Khulekani shot back. "Now tell me the name of the membrane we need to operate on or get out."

	Nkosi stared at him with a cold look. Then he pointed to another organism and said, "Neurovegetative polyp-fungus." He moved his finger again. "Hemostatic tubercle, Greater analgesic vesicle." Then he added with a slight smile: "Now I want to see how to incise the dermaloid."

	Khulekani stared at him for a moment, then nodded slowly. "Let's see if you've learned something. First observe."

	The healer approached the large red-violet organism and began running his fingers over its slimy surface. He looked for a specific point.

	"You have to find the main sensory node," he explained. "Each dermaloid has a different one."

	Nkosi watched carefully. "How do you recognize it?"

	"The consistency is slightly different," Khulekani replied. "You try."

	The noble placed his hands on the organism, which trembled at his touch. He ran his fingers over the surface for several moments. Finally he felt a slight protuberance.

	"Here?"

	Khulekani nodded, satisfied. "Very good. Now incise gently with the memberblade, just below the node."

	Nkosi took the instrument. With a steady hand, he positioned it at the indicated point. As soon as the blade touched the surface, the entire dermaloid had a violent spasm. Before Nkosi could react, part of the organism rose like a tentacle. It quickly wrapped around the noble's arm, squeezing with increasing force.

	"What the...!" Nkosi exclaimed, trying to break free. The tentacle continued to squeeze, pulling his arm toward the organism's main mass. Other membranous filaments began forming, reaching toward him.

	"Don't move!" Khulekani ordered, grabbing his own memberblade. With a lightning-fast and precise movement, he deeply incised the base of the tentacle. The organism emitted a sharp sound, similar to a hiss of pain. The tentacle loosened and fell inert. Khulekani continued cutting with expert movements, completely severing the appendage that held Nkosi prisoner. The noble staggered backward, freed from the grip. He watched the healer who, with clinical calm, was finishing severing other small appendages that were still writhing.

	"What happened?" he asked, massaging his arm where the grip marks were clearly visible.

	"You triggered its defensive reflex," Khulekani explained. He cleaned the memberblade on a cloth. "Some membranes have surprisingly aggressive defense mechanisms. You applied too much pressure and touched a sensitive point without adequate preparation."

	Nkosi looked at the dermaloid, now pulsing and contracted. "Is it dead?"

	"No," Khulekani replied. "But it's traumatized and it'll take time before it recovers." He looked at Nkosi with a serious expression. "This is why training is important. Membranes aren't simple passive tissues—they're complex and potentially deadly organisms."

	Nkosi nodded slowly. He looked at both the injured dermaloid and Khulekani. "I think I underestimated the complexity of your work," he admitted.

	"Most people do," Khulekani replied. "And not everyone survives to learn from their mistakes. If I hadn't intervened, that tentacle would have continued squeezing until it tore off your arm. Or worse, it would have drawn you toward the main body to absorb you."

	He took another, smaller dermaloid from a nearby container. "Let's start over. And this time, pay attention to what I tell you."

	

	

	By late morning, Khulekani was watching Nkosi struggle with the third dermaloid of the day. The first two had died during the dissection attempt. The organism writhed violently while Nkosi tried to incise its surface following the instructions. Two attendants had been called to hold it still, but their hands slipped on its mucous skin.

	"You're making it suffer too much," Khulekani said while the creature emitted gurgling hisses.

	"So what?" Nkosi shot back, focused on the operation.

	"So what is, it's writhing too much," the healer explained patiently. "If the patient writhes too much, you risk injuring it fatally. Now center the lateral vein."

	Nkosi adjusted the memberblade's position. Finally he found the right spot. With a fluid movement, he incised the surface and inserted a small nutritive tissue filament into the newly opened channel. The dermaloid emitted a sound similar to a sigh and stopped writhing. The transplanted tissue pulsed briefly, then fused with the host organism.

	Nkosi smiled, satisfied. Despite being covered with violet Ichor from head to toe, he was pleased. He ran a hand over his forehead and hairless skull, further spreading the viscous liquid on his face. "I did it!"

	Khulekani maintained an impassive expression. "You wasted three dermaloids."

	"Only two died," Nkosi protested.

	The healer pointed to the third organism, which now pulsed weakly. "With the butcher job you did, it won't survive long." Then, after a brief pause, he added: "But you did good work with the graft."

	"Finally a compliment," Nkosi said.

	The noble gestured to the attendants, who bowed and quickly walked away.

	"I give the orders in here," Khulekani protested, frowning.

	"You give orders to me," Nkosi replied. He immersed his hands in a basin full of white resin, which slowly absorbed the violet Ichor, changing color. "But I command everyone else."

	He dried his hands with an absorbent membrane and leaned against the table. He studied Khulekani with a penetrating gaze. "I've never met anyone like you. Everyone's afraid of me. Why aren't you? Are you really crazy, like my father claims?"

	Khulekani didn't respond. He simply took off his surgical apron, soaked with violet Ichor. He folded it with precise methods.

	"Finish cleaning up," he finally said. He hung the apron on a curved growth protruding from the wall. "Butcher the two dermaloids and throw them in a Mother's Mouth. The closest one is in the back corridor, third valve on the left after the big turn."

	Nkosi raised an eyebrow. "You want me to do the dirty work?"

	"Yes," Khulekani replied in a flat tone. "You want to learn to heal? You have to learn to take care of the remains too. Death is part of healing."

	The young noble pressed his lips together. He clearly wasn't enthusiastic about the idea of handling the dying organisms.

	Khulekani headed toward the greenhouse exit. Before crossing the threshold, he turned once more toward Nkosi. "When you're done, meet me at the Apprentices' Library on the ground floor. You'll find me in one of the first alcoves."

	

	

	The healer spent the early afternoon in the library alcove. He passed time interrogating two unlucky Second Circle healers who hadn't been fast enough to escape. Their expressions, initially just anxious, transformed into masks of terror as his questioning became increasingly intense.

	"No, that's not how you monitor spinal fluid alteration," he said. He shook his head with disappointment. "If you ignore those color changes, you'll cause progressive paralysis within a few weeks. Hall of Pain, tomorrow at dawn, all morning. Both of you."

	The two apprentices bowed deeply. Their faces were pale and eyes lowered. They walked away quickly. As they left the alcove, they almost collided with Makhose, who entered with a swaying gait and an amused smile on her face.

	"You're in a good mood today, huh?" she said. She pointed to the two desperate apprentices walking away with hunched shoulders.

	Khulekani made an irritated gesture with his hand. He continued to flip through a large tome of dark membranes.

	Makhose sat down next to him. She leaned forward as much as her pregnant belly allowed, and whispered: "You really like taking risks."

	"I'm certainly not afraid of those two brats," Khulekani replied without looking up.

	"I wasn't referring to them," Makhose corrected him, "but to Nkosi. How did you come up with the idea of leaving him to clean the greenhouse, like a simple scullery worker? Do you realize he's the future lord of the Sac?"

	Khulekani looked up, surprised. "How do you know I left him in the greenhouse?"

	Makhose laughed nervously. "The whole tower knows. Tell the truth—is this an original way to volunteer for Selection?"

	Khulekani went back to flipping through the book in front of him. On the wide membranes that made up the pages, enormous glyphs occupied almost the entire space. They were accompanied by stylized illustrations.

	"Is he finishing up?" Khulekani murmured, more to himself than to his sister. "I didn't give him a time, but maybe I should punish him anyway for being late."

	"Ravenous Mother, do you really want to die?" Makhose exclaimed, exasperated. "He went to Ayanda."

	Khulekani looked up at his friend. "Ah, already running to cry to the healer chief? I thought he had thicker skin."

	Makhose shook her head. "She's the one who invited him. I imagine Ayanda is gloating at the idea that Nkosi will take you out with his own hands."

	"Right," Khulekani said, closing the book. "It's always a matter of time. You'd better leave, Makhose. I don't want you here when Nkosi arrives. Better not get you mixed up in this."

	Makhose got up huffing. She pivoted with her hands on her knees. "You don't have to tell me twice." She started to leave, but stopped at the alcove's threshold. "Watch your words with Nkosi, understood? For what it's worth, when the Fourth Circle meets to decide your fate, I'll vote to let you live. Thabo is on my side, while Kwame and Msibu, well, they only do what the healer chief says. And the current one would like to see you dead already."

	Khulekani gave a sad smile. "Seems like there's a line to watch my Selection."

	"Joke all you want," Makhose said, "but if I were you, I'd pray to The Mother. Lindiwe remains to be convinced, but he's a damn opportunist. Whatever I proposed to him, he'd go to Ayanda to report me and ask for ten times more."

	Makhose felt the baby kicking and bent down to look at her belly, smiling. Then she said again: "Survive, Khulekani. Become a noble and take care of your nephew when I die."

	With these words, Makhose quickly walked away. She left Khulekani alone with his thoughts.

	The healer got up, going back into the library. He walked through winding corridors between shelves of organic membranes that held centuries of medical knowledge. He collected several tomes, weighing them carefully before deciding which ones to take with him.

	When he returned to the alcove, he saw Nkosi peering inside a similar space nearby.

	"Go into the next one," he told him, passing him and entering the right one. He set the books down on the fungus-table and occupied one of the saddle-shaped growths.

	Nkosi followed him, stopping in front of the table. With a casual movement, he picked up one of the tomes and began flipping through it.

	"That's for another day," Khulekani said. "Dissertations on the first three Protocols. Too advanced for now."

	"Then why did you get it?" Nkosi asked.

	"I got ahead of myself. I thought about your future course of study, provided you can keep up the pace." Then he waved the book in front of his eyes. "Or did you want it now?"

	The noble shrugged. "I wouldn't be able to read it anyway."

	"Exactly," Khulekani replied. He set down the book and picked up the illustrated tome. "You start with this."

	While Nkosi took the volume and flipped through it, Khulekani stopped him. He pointed to a greenish drop-shaped glyph flanked by two angular lines. On the other page, the page was divided in half. In the first part you could see a miniature of a man losing blood from a wound. In the second, there was an enlarged detail of the same wound.

	"This means blood," Khulekani explained.

	He turned the page, showing a very similar gray glyph, but outlined with softer lines. Alongside were two illustrations: a man lying on a bed, covered with boils and abscesses, and an enlarged detail of an abscess.

	"Infected blood," the healer said, turning the page again.

	The third glyph, still gray, had broken lateral lines, with thicker lower points. The lateral images were so crude that Nkosi wrinkled his nose.

	"And this is digested blood," Khulekani concluded. "Every minor glyph derives from a major one. In total there are two hundred and sixteen glyphs in this book, but the major ones are only thirty-six, those carved in red."

	He flipped through several pages. He showed Nkosi series of similar glyphs, the first always in red, the others in gray.

	"Once you learn the major ones, it becomes easy to intuit the meaning of all medical glyphs. Except for a few dozen exceptions."

	Khulekani gently closed the book, placing his hands on top.

	"The healers' writing system is the best. Every sign has a precise meaning, nothing is left to chance. Every healer, in any era, will read our glyphs in exactly the same way."

	Nkosi laughed, a short and dry sound. "That's probably what all Professions say about their own system."

	Khulekani looked up from the book, with an indignant expression. "Find a single cartographer capable of reading a colleague's text. Those madmen even use personal glyphs! Pure madness!"

	Nkosi raised an eyebrow. "You know the cartographers' glyphs?" he asked, amazed.

	Khulekani shook his head. "It's an insult to even ask. Professions don't share knowledge."

	"Yet you seem to know a lot about their glyphs, if you can claim they're inconsistent," Nkosi insisted with a mischievous smile.

	Khulekani made a dismissive gesture with his hand. "cartographers are so disorganized it's become common knowledge among the Professions."

	"Then you're a gossip," Nkosi said, with a surprisingly colloquial tone. "Finally you reveal a human trait—truly incredible!"

	Khulekani's eyes narrowed to slits. "Don't disrespect me," he replied irritably. He got up from the saddle-shaped growth. "See you tomorrow, on time, I hope." He pointed to the pile of books on the fungus-table, a dozen volumes with membranes of various shades. "Take the book I gave you and put all the others back."

	"We're done already?" Nkosi asked incredulously. "It's not even evening."

	"I'm done," Khulekani replied. He was already heading toward the alcove's exit. "You're just getting started. Tomorrow I want you to know the thirty-six primary glyphs by heart. I won't accept failure."

	"Otherwise what will you do to me?" Nkosi asked through gritted teeth.

	Khulekani stopped and turned slowly. He looked at the noble without any trace of fear. "I can't send you to the Hall of Pain," he admitted, "but I can do much worse, noble Nkosi."

	The young noble approached slowly. He stopped in front of Khulekani. His muscular body loomed threateningly. The healer's head barely reached his chest.

	"Are you threatening me?" he whispered, leaning down toward him.

	"I'm inappropriately dispensing you some common sense," Khulekani replied in a flat tone. "Even though the lesson is already over." He paused, scrutinizing the noble's face. "You're getting medical knowledge and hope for the future from me. What's asked of you is to behave like an adult. Set aside your atavistic noble arrogance, and finally learn to prioritize what's useful over what you think is right."

	He placed a hand on his chest and gently pushed him back. Nkosi, caught off guard by those words, stepped back without protesting.

	"Tomorrow, same time," Khulekani concluded. Then he corrected himself: "Oh, better yet, the time you should have been here today."

	The healer left the alcove. He left Nkosi alone with a mountain of books and his bewilderment.

	 


6 – The Alliance

	 

	In the silence of his apartment, Khulekani floated a few centimeters above the floor. His body was bent like a spiral, supported only by the index finger and thumb of his right hand. Every tendon, muscle bundle, fiber of his body was in tension, in balance.

	"My flesh is not my flesh," he whispered.

	His heartbeat slowed until it became an internal whisper, almost imperceptible.

	"I don't possess it. It doesn't possess me."

	He felt his body shrink, become a point, and disappear. Now only he existed, beyond time and space.

	"The Mother does not eat what is not..."

	A series of violent knocks at the Valve-door broke his concentration. Khulekani's breath stopped for an instant, and a few drops of sweat fell on the floor, breaking the perfect balance.

	Not now, he thought, keeping his eyes closed. Whoever you are, go away.

	The knocking resumed, even louder.

	Taking a deep breath, Khulekani opened his eyes and released the position. He rotated his body, stretched out in the air, and landed silently on his toes.

	"Why does everyone want to talk to me when I meditate?" he muttered.

	Without wasting time getting dressed, he approached the Valve-door and opened it.

	In front of him, with an expression of poorly concealed impatience, stood healer chief Ayanda.

	The woman's eyes widened upon noticing Khulekani's bare, sweaty torso. Her gaze involuntarily slid along the defined lines of his muscles, following the natural veins that seemed to map the healer's body like a tight-fitting bluebark garment.

	"Please look at my face," Khulekani said, bringing a finger in front of his eyes. "You're making me uncomfortable. What do you want?"

	Ayanda immediately composed herself, and a flash of irritation crossed her face. "I need to talk to you."

	Without waiting for permission, the woman stepped forward. Khulekani was forced to move aside to let her pass. The Valve-door closed with a hiss behind them.

	Khulekani approached a resin basin that oozed a greenish liquid and immersed his hands in it, collecting the fluid to wash his face and shoulders damp with sweat. The substance reacted upon contact with his skin, transforming into a brief foam that quickly absorbed bodily secretions.

	"Why do you do it?" Ayanda asked, observing the room with clinical attention.

	"Do what?"

	The healer chief pointed to the membrane mat, surrounded by idols of The Mother. "Is this really how you pray to The Mother? By doing gymnastics?" The word sounded like an accusation on her lips.

	"A healthy mind dwells in a healthy body," Khulekani quoted, drying himself with a cloth.

	"Always interpreting the Protocols your own way," Ayanda shot back, shaking her head with disapproval. "The care of humanity is what matters in the Second Protocol, not your narcissism."

	"For the third time, what do you want?" he finally asked, his patience now exhausted. "It's about Nkosi, right? He complained about the treatment. I have no intention of letting a novice, no matter if noble or..."

	Ayanda raised a hand toward him. "Noble Nkosi officially thanks you," she interrupted.

	For once, Khulekani was genuinely surprised. "What?"

	"Officially," the healer chief repeated, hating the word itself. "Which means that tomorrow morning at the Fourth Circle meeting, you'll be mentioned in the agenda. A commendation that even I can't hide."

	"But... for what reason?"

	"I wonder that myself," Ayanda replied dryly, sitting on Khulekani's bed. Under normal conditions, the man would have told her to get up immediately, but he was still shaken by the news. Ayanda looked at him and grimaced.

	"May The Mother see you, you look more irritated than I am."

	Khulekani looked at the healer chief, putting back on his usual impassive mask. "So you only came to give me advance notice of the commendation? Very kind of you."

	"I'm not here to congratulate you," Ayanda said, observing the spartan room with disgust. "I'm here to understand what you're plotting."

	Khulekani crossed his arms over his bare chest. "I carry out orders. I was ordered to teach a spoiled and arrogant noble, and I'm doing it."

	"Nobody treats the noble chief's heir like the lowest of commoners and receives thanks for it," Ayanda ranted, getting up with a fluid movement despite her bulk. "Nkosi specifically praised your brutal honesty. He said you're the first not to treat him like a divine being. He said you're entertaining."

	"And this worries you?" Khulekani asked, thinking: it certainly worries me.

	Ayanda approached, her eyes narrowed to slits. "I don't know where this new, inappropriate, illogical influence over Nkosi comes from, but be careful: if I discover you're back in the running for Elevation, I swear I'll have you Selected in a heartbeat, even if it means finding myself on trial right after."

	Khulekani laughed, a short and sharp sound. "I'm not afraid of a spoiled noble, let alone you. Besides, your threat is ridiculous: you want to scare me with death, when I already know I'll die in a year?"

	"Then I'll go after Makhose. I'll have your sister demoted to the First Circle—she'll end up treating the sick in poor neighborhoods for the rest of her miserable life."

	Khulekani frowned, irritated. "I'm not plotting anything at all, Ayanda. Being Elevated is the last thing on my mind."

	"Oh, please!" Ayanda burst out. "First they make you Nkosi's tutor, then you receive this mysterious commendation, all while the decision on who to Elevate gets further postponed. If you were really out of the game, they would have already Elevated me, or they would have chosen another name, maybe your sister. Instead, nothing!" She approached Khulekani, pointing a finger at him. "I know there's something clan Kala wants from you."

	"Of course there's something," Khulekani replied.

	Ayanda fell silent, waiting for a revelation.

	"They intend to drink deeply from the fountain of my knowledge," he concluded, deadly serious.

	Ayanda cursed and was about to slap Khulekani. She restrained herself with difficulty, but her face began to tremble.

	"Don't play with me," Ayanda hissed. "We'll see how you laugh when the Fourth Circle judges you guilty of betraying the Protocols."

	Khulekani brought a hand to his chest and replied, "I'll accept any punishment The Mother has in store for me."

	Faced with that ascetic acceptance of his fate, Ayanda didn't know what to say. She stopped trembling with rage, but remained tense nonetheless.

	"There's a year," she finally said. "Anything can happen in a year."

	"Habits can change, for example," Khulekani said, "like starting to eat in the cafeteria."

	Ayanda pulled her head back in surprise. "And what does that mean?"

	She's not faking, Khulekani thought, dilated pupils, symmetrical posture, maintains eye contact. She's sincere.

	"Never mind, I'm just tired and rambling," he said in a calm voice, pointing to the door. "I assure you I have no intention of harming you in any way, Ayanda. I don't have time for this nonsense. Good night."

	The healer chief opened her mouth to speak, but held back, visibly frustrated. She forcefully inserted a finger into the hole along the sensitive margin of the entrance, turning it clockwise. The Valve-door had a violent spasm and opened with a viscous hiss, recognizing her as mistress of the tower. The woman left without adding anything else.

	Khulekani collapsed onto the growth that served as a chair, his legs suddenly weak. His face, impassive until a moment before, contorted into an expression of deep concern.

	They really want to elevate me, he thought, running his hands over his face. He looked at the statuettes of The Mother and murmured, "I haven't served you fully yet."

	Not knowing who wanted to kill him distressed him, but knowing who wanted to keep him alive filled him with an even deeper fear.

	 

	 


7 – The Test

	 

	Nkosi proved to be a much more capable student than Khulekani had imagined. Over the following two months, the two spent most of their days in the healers' tower, immersed in studying the fundamentals of medicine. Khulekani insisted particularly on genetics, a subject in which the noble chief's son showed little interest, despite it being precisely the key to solving his fertility problem.

	Where Nkosi excelled, however, was in clinical practice. During healthcare shifts in the various neighborhoods of the Sac, the young noble showed an unexpected aptitude for manual procedures. Surgery and dentistry seemed to exercise a particular, almost morbid fascination over him.

	After the noble had carefully observed two minor surgical procedures, limiting himself to handing over instruments and membranes, Khulekani decided to grant him a more active role in the third operation.

	They were in the genetics laboratory, Khulekani's sanctum sanctorum, on the third floor of the tower. The healer arranged several membranes on the table in front of Nkosi and his bodyguard, Babalwa. On each was carved the description of a clinical case.

	"Today you'll choose your own patient," the healer said. "These cases seem suitable for your current level."

	Nkosi studied the first membrane, then the second, wrinkling his nose slightly. "Simple fractures and minor infections? I thought we'd moved beyond this stage."

	"Practice is fundamental," Khulekani replied in a flat tone.

	He noticed that Babalwa was observing the membranes on the table with interest. "What we're about to discuss concerns reserved medical procedures," he exclaimed irritably, then turned to Nkosi. "Can you make her leave? She's useless here—no one will try to kill you while you're reading diagnoses."

	"guardians really don't appeal to you, huh?" the noble said, pointing to the woman.

	Khulekani shrugged with arrogance. "They're just bodyguards. They're not a real Profession."

	Nkosi frowned. "That's unfair. Guardians are as useful as you healers, and their training path isn't any easier."

	Khulekani started laughing. "I'd like to see her do our work." He turned to the guardian. "Do you have glyphs? Can you read?"

	Babalwa didn't respond and continued staring at an undefined point in front of her.

	"Babalwa," Nkosi said, "what is your purpose?"

	Called upon, the guardian blinked and came to life. She recited with a calm, ritual voice: "We are the boundary, the only barrier that separates order from chaos. We give life to The Mother." She lowered her head in a silent salute. Then she continued: "To humanity, to order, to hope." She pointed to her own mouth with a measured gesture. "Our teeth are the first line of defense and the last instrument of offense. When everything fails, they are what remains."

	Finally, she looked at Khulekani and said: "These are our glyphs," and showed her teeth—they were skillfully serrated down to the canines, but there were inlays on all the teeth. Khulekani leaned forward and observed more closely: the inlays were splendid symmetrical glyphs, so tiny they seemed almost invisible unless looked at closely.

	"I... apologize," Khulekani said, embarrassed. "Maybe I went too far. I didn't mean to offend you."

	"I'm here to serve," the guardian said, returning to stillness. "Nothing offends me."

	"Thank you, Babalwa," Nkosi said. "Go ahead and wait outside—we'll see you later."

	The guardian made a small bow and walked away silently, despite the armor, the Spine Rifle she had slung over her shoulder, and the long, heavy Vesicular Staff she carried at her side.

	Nkosi went back to flipping through the membranes, reading them quickly. He stopped at one of the last ones.

	"This one," he said, with a flash of excitement in his eyes. "Woman, weaver. A degeneration of the upper limbs that requires a complex intervention of..." he reread the paragraph, "Neuromuscular Reconstruction! I have no idea what it means, but it seems fascinating!"

	Khulekani gestured to have the parchment back. "That's not among the valid options."

	Nkosi pulled the membrane toward his chest, as if defending it. "Why? It seems perfect for testing me."

	"She's thirty-eight years old," Khulekani explained. "Someone in the Fourth Circle will probably deliberate for an early Selection, given her clinical condition. It's not worth it."

	Nkosi smirked and winked at the healer. "If you were thirty-eight and Ayanda said you were useless, you'd radically change your opinion."

	"I'm healthy and I'm a healer," Khulekani replied solemnly. "You can't compare my life with that of a commoner. Besides, when I'm thirty-eight, Ayanda will have been Selected long ago. She's much older than me."

	"She can't be that much older. How old are you? Twenty-eight? Thirty?"

	"Twenty-three," Khulekani replied.

	Nkosi looked at him incredulously. "You're only four years older than me? May The Mother sleep, you look much older!"

	"Knowledge cuts into the body like a stiletto into a membrane," Khulekani replied. He pointed with a finger at the membrane in Nkosi's hand. "Old, sick, and not working. She's a burden on society, Nkosi. That woman perfectly describes the First Protocol: all for The Mother. Better to Select her and let her flesh be useful one last time."

	Nkosi raised an eyebrow. "So you'd let her die for a principle?"

	"For efficiency," Khulekani corrected. "An intervention like that requires medical materials, hours of work, post-operative attention. I've already told you that you have to learn what's useful and what isn't. We have few resources—we have to choose where to direct them."

	"Saving this woman would allow you to show me a technique you haven't been able to teach me yet," Nkosi said with a knowing smile. "I imagine you haven't performed many Neuromuscular Reconstructions either."

	Khulekani looked at the document again. "Actually, no."

	"Every healer worthy of the name should seize the opportunity to teach rare procedures," Nkosi continued. "All for knowledge. And how do we preserve this knowledge if we don't put it into practice?"

	"You're using the Third Protocol against me," Khulekani said, admiringly. "You're clever."

	"So? This patient will be an excellent learning opportunity for both of us," Nkosi insisted.

	With a sigh of surrender, Khulekani nodded. "Fine. If the intervention fails, no big deal. But if she recovers," he smiled at the noble, "you'll have saved a useful resource. For another two miserable years, I mean. Shall we proceed?"

	

	

	That same evening, they showed up at the worker's house in the weavers' quarter. Like all those in the area, the dwelling was single-story, with calcified structures forming irregular walls. By Nkosi and Khulekani's standards it was dilapidated, but in excellent condition compared to most neighborhoods in the city.

	They knocked on the Valve-door and a man their age appeared in the opening. Seeing Khulekani first, he sketched a bow, but as soon as he noticed the lobes finely divided into thin strips, he threw himself to the ground in genuflection.

	"Get up," the noble said, putting a hand on his shoulder. "Tell me, is this Sibunya's house?"

	The young man got back up, but was still obviously intimidated. He nodded without saying anything.

	"What's your name?" Nkosi asked.

	"Themba," the other replied. "Sibunya is my aunt."

	"Are you a weaver, like your aunt was before the illness?"

	"Yes, noble..." he stopped, not knowing his name.

	"Nkosi."

	"Nkos..." Finally understanding who was in front of him, Themba's mouth fell open.

	Khulekani huffed. "Can't we just go in?" He made to cross the threshold, but Nkosi gestured for him to stop.

	He turned to Themba again. "The work of weavers is fundamental," the noble chief's son continued. "In my father's name, the Lord of the Sac, I thank you and your weaver brothers. You transform The Mother's raw gift into instruments of civilization."

	While speaking, Nkosi had raised his voice, letting several people on the street and from nearby houses look out to watch the scene. Many murmured his name.

	When he had concluded the praise, dozens of men and women had gathered. Nkosi turned, masterfully pretending to notice the crowd only at that moment, and greeted them smiling.

	He looked back at Themba: "We're here to save your aunt's life, brother. May we come in?"

	Themba now hung on Nkosi's every word. He let them pass and led them down a narrow corridor to a doorless room.

"She's here," he said, stepping aside. They entered and found a five-year-old boy sitting on the floor beside a gray-haired woman sleeping deeply on a bed of dried membranes.

Khulekani studied the child with interest. The boy had a prominent, asymmetrical jaw.

"What's your name?"

The child stared at him without answering. He glanced at Nkosi, who smiled at him.

"Answer the healer, little one."

"Qaqamba," the boy whispered.

"He speaks well," Khulekani remarked to Nkosi. "See the crooked jaw? Mandibular dysplasia, though it doesn't impair speech function. I'll have one of the Second Circle healers return to examine him, to determine if he should be selected."

Qaqamba's eyes went wide with terror. Themba quickly bent down, scooped him up, and carried him out of the room, offering their guests a slight bow as he left.

		"You're really a hedonist," Khulekani said to Nkosi. "Was that rally really necessary? We wasted time."

	Nkosi shook his head. "The dean of this quarter is a man from clan Iphilo. I couldn't miss the chance to remind him who really commands in the city." He approached Khulekani's ear and, although they were alone, whispered: "Besides, it's one of the clans that maybe tried to assassinate you. It's also in your interest to cut them down to size."

	Khulekani raised an eyebrow, struck by the reasoning. "Point to you. But can we start the intervention now? It's getting late and I wouldn't want to operate at night."

	They approached the woman, who woke with a start, disturbed by the unfamiliar voices.

	"We're here to heal you," Khulekani announced brusquely. "Get undressed."

	The woman gasped, looking at the healer with wide eyes.

	"What is it?" he insisted. "I told you to get undressed."

	Nkosi huffed and addressed the woman with a gentle tone: "Sibunya, if you would kindly do as healer Khulekani asks—the best in all the Sac—we'd like to try to save your life, with your permission."

	He turned to Khulekani and added: "A little tact when speaking to a lady."

	Relaxed by Nkosi's words, Sibunya gave him a toothless smile, got up, and began removing her clothes.

	How does he manage to seduce people like this? Khulekani thought, admiringly.

	Sibunya lay back down, while Khulekani extracted a series of surgical instruments from his shoulder bag. Since there was no raised space, he arranged them directly on the ground. He took an Extractor, already filled with a brownish liquid, and gave the woman an injection. She screamed in pain, but immediately after calmed down and remained completely motionless.

	"We can proceed," Khulekani said, taking a memberblade in hand and offering it to Nkosi. The noble noticed that the woman was still moving her pupils.

	"Will she stay awake the whole time?"

	"Certainly," Khulekani said. "I only inhibited Voluntary Neuromotor Control."

	"And will she feel pain?" Nkosi asked.

	Khulekani shrugged. "The inhibition doesn't block pain transmission in any way. Why, does it create problems for you?"

	"Absolutely not," Nkosi said, bringing the memberblade close to the woman's contracted shoulder, unconcerned by her terrified gaze.

	Three hours later, the two emerged from the house. The glowstones of the Vault were now almost all extinguished and night was taking over. They moved toward Nkosi's escort, which had remained nearby.

	"So, what do you think?" Nkosi asked.

	"You did acceptable work."

	"Only acceptable? I saved that woman's life! And I didn't even sever any nerve endings during the muscle reconstruction!"

	Khulekani raised his eyebrows and said: "Fine, I admit it—you were really good."

	Nkosi smiled satisfied, patting the healer on the shoulder. The latter stiffened for an instant, but then returned the smile.

	"We should celebrate," Nkosi said. "Want to come to tonight's orgy?"

	Khulekani thought about it, then said: "I think it might be useful to stop by the healers' tower first."

	"Why?" Nkosi asked.

	"I have a gift for you."

	

	

	The sight of the noble chief's son in the healers' tower in the dead of night would have caused a stir in other times. But by now the healers had gotten used to Nkosi's presence, even at the most improbable hours.

	They crossed the tower's nocturnal corridors, with Babalwa preceding them, casting careful glances along the path. They had to make their way through unusual activity. An architect, recognizable by his tattooed forehead, was directing a team of workers who, in the darkness, were replacing walls and repairing damaged membranes.

	"They work at night too?" Nkosi asked, observing the commoners with thin bodies carrying vibrating bundles.

	"Only at night," Khulekani replied. "In this tower we're not very tolerant toward outsiders. No offense," he added at the end, glancing at the noble.

	A sudden cry interrupted their conversation. In front of them, a membrane of considerable size had freed itself from the grip of an emaciated worker. The membrane tore the bundles containing it and began writhing furiously in the air, slamming against the walls and leaving trails of iridescent fluid on the floor. Two commoners tried to grab it at the edges, provoking even more violent reactions.

	"Stop!" Khulekani shouted, leaping forward. "Don't touch it on the margins!"

	The membrane slammed against one of the workers and, sensing his heat, wrapped around him. The healer took advantage of this to grab it at the center, stimulating some glands with rapid finger movements. The organism trembled, then gradually calmed down, freeing the man who fell to the ground coughing. It began to become smaller and smaller, withdrawing into itself, to the point where Khulekani could hold it with one hand. He waved it in front of the workers.

	"Damn idiots," Khulekani exclaimed. "Thank The Mother that this membrane-window isn't really angry!"

	He threw the membrane to one of the workers, who bowed deeply. The healer resumed walking.

	"Why do you treat them like that?" Nkosi asked. "They're just doing their job."

	"They're doing it badly," Khulekani replied, then looked at him curiously. "For a noble, you treat commoners well. Better than us in the Professions."

	"You number in the hundreds and live in luxury," Nkosi replied. "I've never heard of a revolt starting from the Professions. But anger thousands of hungry commoners, and see what happens..."

	They reached Khulekani's apartment and entered, leaving Babalwa in front of the entrance. The fact would fuel gossip for weeks. But neither Nkosi nor Khulekani cared much about what others thought.

	Once inside, Khulekani went to the medicine cabinet, kneeling in front of it. "This won't take long," he said, taking two spheres in hand and getting up. Nkosi sat on the bed, looking around. He noticed the carpet and the statuettes of The Mother arranged in a circle.

	"What's that corner?" he asked.

	"The place where I pray," Khulekani said with his back turned, while positioning one of the two spheres above a small heatfungus. The sphere began changing shape, flattening, while violet dots appeared on its surface.

	"You pray on a little mat?" Nkosi said, perplexed. "On the floor?"

	"I honor The Mother by taking care of my body, with physical exercise," Khulekani replied, while vigorously shaking the second sphere. "A healthy mind dwells in a healthy body," he recited, then turned to Nkosi and with renewed professorial tone asked: "Which Protocol did I just cite?"

	"The second," Nkosi replied immediately. "All for humanity."

	Khulekani nodded satisfied, then returned to his work. He turned the sphere he had in his hand upside down and let several drops of a viscous semi-liquid drip into the sphere above the heatfungus, which had meanwhile become completely violet. He pressed the heatfungus stem with two fingers and it went out.

	"We wait a few minutes and it's done," Khulekani said, sitting next to Nkosi.

	"Tell me you're not preparing a new drink," Nkosi joked.

	"Much better," Khulekani said, smiling at him. "This serves your problem."

	Nkosi's face transformed, his eyes widened and his lower jaw dropped in an expression of amazement that quickly turned into excitement. "You mean that... you succeeded?"

	The healer tilted his head, thoughtfully. "Not exactly. The damage to your seminal glands is irreparable, Nkosi. I'm sorry, I can't do anything for you."

	"But you just said..."

	"I said I can't do anything for you, but I can increase the chances by intervening on your partner." The healer smiled. "It was difficult, but I did it. Maybe I'll really manage not to die by the end of our year of studies."

	"Why do you keep saying you'll die?" Nkosi asked. "I still don't understand what danger you're facing."

	"All for knowledge," Khulekani recited. He raised his chin gravely. "The Third Protocol isn't only about preserving medical knowledge, but also protecting it. Knowledge is power, and as such must be controlled." He paused. "Whoever reveals the secrets of the healers is condemned to Selection."

	"But why?" Nkosi's face showed genuine perplexity. "It's just medical knowledge. What could be so dangerous about it?"

	Instead of answering, Khulekani approached the cabinet and extracted a sealed container and a tiny amber-colored sphere. The container, an opaque cylinder of organic matter, pulsed slightly.

	Khulekani placed it on the nightstand next to Nkosi's legs and slowly lifted the lid. A pungent smell, similar to decomposing flesh mixed with fermented sap, immediately invaded the room.

	Nkosi instinctively brought a hand to his nose. "May The Mother devour you, what is that?"

	From inside the container, a creature the size of a fist slowly emerged. It had a translucent exoskeleton that revealed green fluids circulating inside. It moved extremely slowly, while its thread-like legs produced a sound of suction cups detaching from the surface.

	"A membrid," Khulekani said, observing the creature. "They only exist in the Sewers. They can hibernate for decades if deprived of air and light."

	The creature suddenly stopped, as if sensing the gazes upon it. Its suction cups contracted rhythmically.

	"Get ready," the healer continued, taking the amber sphere between his fingers. "Dead, it smells much worse."

	Khulekani tilted the sphere, letting a single drop fall on the creature. For an instant, nothing happened. Then the membrid stiffened.

	A tremor ran through its body, followed by sudden swelling. The translucent exoskeleton became opaque, while the thread-like legs folded inward. The creature emitted a sharp whistle before its body opened from the inside, releasing a green-black fluid that began corroding the surface it rested on.

	The smell became intolerable, so much so that Nkosi had to turn away and hold back a gag. Khulekani went to open the membrane-window to air out the room.

	"This," he said in a flat voice, "is a Basic Receptorial Compound. They teach it in the Second Circle. Odorless, colorless, practically undetectable." He pointed to the membrid's mangled remains. Then he closed the sphere and shook it in front of the noble's eyes. "Now imagine this thrown into one of the public fountains."

	"But that's absurd! You didn't choose to teach me."

	Khulekani put the sphere back in the cabinet. "Protocols must be followed and defended without exceptions," he said in a cold voice.

	Nkosi remained silent for a long moment. "You're someone who prefers to break a life rather than bend a rule. You never waver, do you?"

	Khulekani smiled weakly. "You'll have figured out by now what kind of person I am. I surrender more slowly than death."

	Seeing that the sphere above the heatfungus had returned to its original shape and the violet color had vanished, Khulekani got up and went to get it. He shook it in his hands a couple of times, then showed it to Nkosi.

	"This is a Receptive Enhancement Sphere. It contains an Amplifying Enzyme and Follicle Stimulant Compound that, once introduced, will temporarily transform any uterus into an ideal terrain for fertilization. Whoever takes it will have receptivity increased several times toward any seminal fluid, even the weakest, for about twenty-four hours. Just a few drops are enough. This sphere will last you for several encounters."

	Nkosi's face lit up with almost childlike joy. He got up with a start and reached toward Khulekani as if to hug him, but immediately stopped halfway through the gesture. "Right, right, sorry, you're antisocial," he said with a knowing smile. He gestured with his chin toward the sphere. "So, will it work?"

	Khulekani replied: "We have to try. Didn't you invite me to an orgy a few hours ago?"

	 


8 – The Struggle

	 

	They reached the Pentagonal Hall around midnight, but despite the late hour, the event hadn't started yet. The space was still filling up with nobles in sumptuous attire and representatives of the Professions, mostly women, all dressed in the finest clothes of their respective categories. Among all of them, the female cartographers stood out most, dressed as always in white or light gray, and the female healers, with their omnipresent crimson dress. Khulekani recognized some of his colleagues, obviously excited about the event.

	The hall, immense and wrapped in a solemn atmosphere, extended under a ceiling with five domes. The acoustics were perfectly designed. Every sound, every voice, was amplified with surprising clarity, never getting confused with others. Various areas were divided with thin, translucent membranes, offering a certain sense of false privacy. In each area, several beds were visible.

	Khulekani looked around, amazed by the number of people present. The air was already saturated with perfumes, sweat, and anticipation.

	"It's so hot it feels like Stagnation has already begun," he commented, wiping his forehead with a sleeve.

	He looked at Babalwa, beside Nkosi. The woman remained motionless, without a drop of sweat. She wore the guardians' breastplate, which seemed very heavy. He wondered what kind of metabolism she had.

	"It's always like this during orgies," Nkosi said. "It's not rare for someone to faint from the heat. It's one of the few drawbacks of this hall."

	He shifted his gaze toward the west side, where immense conical openings faced outward. "The balconies help, but they'll soon be sealed. Last month's earthquake weakened the entire structure, and the architects fear that a new tremor could irreparably damage this section of the tower. When they finish closing them all, then moving around in this hall will really be like walking on a heatfungus."

	A servant approached with a tray full of purple and black spheres. Nkosi took two and offered one to Khulekani. The healer accepted it but held it without drinking, while the noble slowly sipped his.

	Observing the crowd, Khulekani frowned. "Where are the noble women?"

	Nkosi laughed. "They'll arrive next time, when there are no noble men. The Ritual Orgies alternate," Nkosi explained, "so we avoid embarrassing situations between cousins."

	Two young female architects slipped near them, shooting mischievous glances at Nkosi before walking away with nervous giggles.

	"I know one of them," Nkosi observed. "Third orgy in five weeks. She doesn't lack determination."

	"Or desperation," Khulekani commented.

	Nkosi followed the young woman with his gaze, nodding. "I always wonder how they do it. Sacrifice nine months of their life, endure childbirth, then hand over the baby and never see it again." He turned toward Khulekani, studying him. "Is that why you never participate in orgies? Does the idea of a child growing up without knowing you disturb you?"

	Khulekani raised an eyebrow. "The idea of procreating in itself disturbs me."

	"Many of your colleagues seem to think differently." Nkosi gestured with his chin toward the other side of the hall, where three female healers were competing for the attention of an elderly but vigorous-looking noble.

	"The one with her hair shaved in back is Lindiwe's niece," Khulekani said, pointing to the woman.

	Nkosi observed her. "A Fourth Circle healer, right? He'll be sending his daughter here because he knows that even if he loses a nephew, he'll gain one of noble blood."

	"A shrewd move," Khulekani said.

	"And cruel," Nkosi added, with a note of unexpected sensitivity in his voice that surprised the healer.

	"There are no female guardians," he said instead, then corrected himself, pointing to Babalwa. "Well, except for her, but I don't think she intends to undress." The guardian continued watching the crowd, not deigning to give Khulekani a glance.

	"They never participate," Nkosi replied, looking at Babalwa, "neither men nor women. I think it's some kind of moral code or something like that. Professional secret, I imagine. Not everyone is interested in the possibility of living a long time."

	Nkosi went back to watching the crowd, thoughtfully.

	"Many nobles believe these women are here for the pleasure of sleeping with them," he continued shortly after, with a suddenly grave, almost melancholic tone. "What idiots. They don't understand how much determination it takes. How much hope. There's extraordinary courage in a mother who loves an unborn child enough to entertain certain men."

	Khulekani again observed with surprise the young noble's expression, noting an unexpected depth in his eyes. The usual arrogance had vanished, replaced by something that suspiciously resembled respect.

	Nkosi noticed the healer's gaze and immediately changed expression. With an amused smile he said, "You're my guest. You don't have to just stand there watching. If you want, you can participate." He spread out an arm, indicating the hall. "Choose any woman you desire and drop my name—that'll be enough."

	"No, thanks," Khulekani replied without hesitation.

	Nkosi observed him for a moment, thoughtfully. "Do you prefer men?" he finally asked.

	Khulekani raised the alcohol sphere in silent assent, without looking at the noble.

	"No problem," Nkosi said nonchalantly. "Recreational orgies are usually held in the afternoon, and there are no limitations on sexual preferences there." He paused, sucking some of his alcoholic drink. "But these ceremonies are specifically dedicated to procreation, so they follow stricter rules. Nevertheless, there are plenty of nobles who would be quite happy with a breach of etiquette."

	The healer shifted his gaze to a pair of nobles not far away, sizing them up with unusual interest, then shook his head. "Another time, maybe."

	With a fluid movement, he extracted from an inner pocket of his robe a small sphere of fluid, more turbid in color compared to those intended for consumption. He discreetly passed it to Nkosi.

	"Remember," he whispered, "make her drink it at least half an hour before intercourse."

	"How many women can I give it to?" Nkosi asked, studying the sphere carefully.

	Khulekani thought about it. "In theory just a few drops are enough, but to be safe I wouldn't use the quantity in the sphere with more than ten women."

	"Ah," Nkosi said, with obvious disappointment.

	"Are you planning to mate with more than ten women tonight?" Khulekani asked incredulously.

	"Well, it's an orgy..." Nkosi replied, smiling.

	Khulekani shook his head. "By the law of large numbers, you'd probably manage to get someone pregnant even without my help, one of these days. If you..."

	He was interrupted by a trumpet fanfare. Around them, the nobles began raising their hands to the sky, shouting: "Mother! Mother!" They were followed by numerous women from the Professions, while others, probably at their first experience, looked around with curiosity mixed with nervousness.

	The bioluminescent veins along the walls began losing intensity, gradually immersing the hall in a penumbra charged with expectation. Meanwhile, men and women began undressing with measured gestures, some quick and expert, others slower and more ritual.

	"Very well," Nkosi said, drinking the entire sphere in one gulp and tossing the empty container to Khulekani, who caught it mid-air. The noble began removing his bluebark robe, addressing the healer while undressing. "See you later, my friend. If you change your mind, the two men you were staring at before don't have your same tastes, but just say I sent you and you'll see they'll suddenly be very interested."

	He also removed his undergarments, remaining completely naked, a mountain of sculpted muscles that turned numerous female heads and more than one male. He kept only the sphere Khulekani had given him in his hand. He smiled at the healer. "See you later," he repeated, and headed toward the center of the hall.

	Music began filling the environment: drums beating a hypnotic rhythm, horns emitting long and vibrant notes, bagpipes producing a continuous and ancestral sound. It was a primitive melody that spoke directly to man's wild side, a call to his deepest origins, as if it came from The Mother's very bowels.

	Khulekani stepped back, seeing that most people were beginning to join in couples, triangles, or larger groups, even before reaching the areas with beds. He headed toward one of the balconies, politely refusing the first two invitations from a couple of enthusiastic women.

	At the third, his patience ran out.

	"I'm going outside," he said irritably to a particularly insistent female cartographer. "Do you think I want to have sex under the glowstones?"

	"What would be wrong with that?" the woman said, smiling mischievously at him. But then, despite the hall's penumbra, she finally noticed the robe and exclaimed: "But you're not a noble!"

	"What insight," he replied, cutting.

	The woman shook her head and walked away muttering something about wasting time.

	Watching her leave, Khulekani glimpsed a familiar face in the crowd. Ayanda was dancing with a young noble with an arrogant appearance. Her prosperous body, wrapped only in a translucent veil, swayed while she laughed at something he had said. Ayanda followed the music's rhythm with sinuous grace, while the noble moved rigidly and awkwardly. Then her gaze met Khulekani's. The healer chief's expression transitioned from amusement to pure bewilderment; her jaw dropped and her eyes widened in an expression of such astonishment that she seemed to have just seen the Greater Membrane detach from the Vault. The noble said something to her, but Ayanda continued staring at Khulekani, paralyzed. The noble repeated the question, irritated by the lost attention, then made a vulgar gesture and walked away, heading toward a female architect nearby, already engaged in an approach with two other men.

	Khulekani raised the still-intact sphere in a silent toast, displaying a wide smile and pointing Ayanda toward the noble. The woman snapped out of her trance and ran after the noble urgently, shooting one last confused and furious glance toward Khulekani.

	Now lose sleep wondering why I'm here, he thought, satisfied.

	A little later he managed to reach one of the balconies. The fresh air hit him like a liberation. He breathed deeply, appreciating the contrast with the suffocating atmosphere behind him.

	The city pulsed thirty meters below him, alive like a complex organism. Among the dwellings' calcifications, human beings moved like cells along the streets' sinuous veins. In the distance, the Greater Membrane dominated imposingly, its titanic profile illuminated by the few glowstones still active. He recognized the Profession towers: that of the healers, vaguely pyramidal like the noble tower; the squat one of the cartographers; that of the architects, more slender and helical. He noticed they were all wrapped in scaffolding, visible scars from the last earthquake. He couldn't see the guardians' tower, which was in another part of the city, to the east, outside his view.

	While contemplating the exterior, someone behind him coughed to get his attention.

	"I'm not interested in having sex," Khulekani said, continuing to look at the panorama.

	"Neither am I," Sokhulu replied laconically.

	The healer turned around and was amazed to see the old noble chief, accompanied by four guardians. He bowed and said: "Noble chief, I apologize. I didn't realize it was you."

	The old man walked slowly toward the parapet. The guardians remained at a distance, but Khulekani noticed that one of them had shouldered a Spine Rifle and was staring at him with a look that promised immediate death at the slightest suspicious gesture.

	"I didn't expect you here," Sokhulu said, looking out from the balcony. "You accompanied my useless son to an orgy. That means you found a remedy?"

	Khulekani nodded. "I'm testing one, noble chief," he replied, briefly explaining the compound's functioning and its potential.

	Sokhulu listened with growing interest, then turned to look him in the eyes. "Would it work for other people too? Or is it calibrated specifically for my son?"

	The question caught Khulekani by surprise, but he immediately understood the implication. "There is personalization, but it's modifiable," he replied cautiously. "I'd need a sample of your blood and your seminal fluid." He hesitated for an instant, then added: "If you can't provide it yourself, I can extract it."

	And you wouldn't like it at all, he thought.

	Sokhulu made a gesture of annoyance. "I can perfectly well get you what you ask for myself. I just find the idea of having to mate with a woman tiresome."

	"There won't be any need for that, noble chief," Khulekani replied. "There are other, less demanding methods."

	The noble chief turned completely toward him, with eyes bright with greed and expectation. "In case both Nkosi and I manage to impregnate a woman," he said in a low, cutting voice, "you'll have to get rid of his heir."

	Khulekani was taken aback. "You're asking me to..."

	"You understood perfectly what I asked you," Sokhulu interrupted him irritably.

	Khulekani saw one of the guardians move threateningly out of the corner of his eye, but the noble chief stopped him with a sharp gesture of his hand.

	"As long as a single direct heir of my blood exists," he continued in a calmer tone, "I don't intend to risk clan Kala ending its centuries-long history." He gripped his fingers on the balcony's edge, crushing some calcifications under the pressure. "But if I can still, even just one last time, generate a son or daughter..."

	Khulekani had no intention of killing a potential heir of Nkosi's. It went against all the Protocols he knew: it wasn't good for The Mother, nor for society, nor for individual health. Moreover, even though this came well after the real reasons for refusing, he didn't feel like betraying Nkosi's trust like that.

	If I dare to say no, this might be the time I take a thirty-meter flight, he thought nonetheless.

	"Why do you harbor this hatred toward your son?" he asked instead. "He's a strong and determined man, intelligent, curious. Ravenous Mother, he has everything needed to be a leader!"

	"Because he's weak!" Sokhulu burst out, "like his mother was, who poisoned him with her heretical ideas. Change!" He pronounced this last word as if it were a horrible curse. He squinted, trembling with rage. "In the name of the Sac and humanity, if I have the slightest chance to perpetuate my clan by eliminating Nkosi from the line of succession, I won't hesitate for an instant."

	He looked at Khulekani and, partially regaining control of himself, said: "But why do I waste my time talking to you? Do as I ordered you, healer!"

	Thinking it was much better to remain silent, Khulekani bowed deeply. He remained in that position for a long time, until he was certain, even without seeing, that Sokhulu and his escort had left.

	He straightened up with a sigh, thinking that the nobles were really a bunch of madmen. However much he aspired to Elevation, recent events made him doubt that nobles really lived longer than others, considering their tendency to eliminate each other.

	Maybe I'm not making a good deal becoming one of them, he thought.

	 

	 

	 

	 


9 – The Diagnosis

	 

	Ayanda was in the southern recess of the greenhouse, a shell-shaped niche that collected vital fluid coming from an enormous pulsing gland on the ceiling. The amber liquid dripped in viscous filaments, forming a translucent cascade that fed a shallow pond with vascularized walls. In the murky pool, several creatures with elongated, limbless bodies writhed slowly.

	The healer chief had rolled up her sleeves to the elbows, exposing muscular arms.

	"Ready?" she asked the young assistant at her side, a Second Circle girl with a nervous expression.

	"Yes, healer chief," she replied, not seeming ready at all.

	Ayanda immersed her hands in the dense fluid, slowly approaching one of the larger animals. When touched, the creature emitted a bluish glow and accelerated its sinuous movements.

	"This time grab it from the front," Ayanda instructed. "Visciveins are more sensitive in the posterior region."

	The assistant nodded with excessive determination and also immersed her hands in the fluid. As soon as her fingers brushed the Viscivein, it emitted a sharp hiss and thrashed violently.

	"I got it!" she exclaimed enthusiastically, lifting the frantically writhing creature. "I got..."

	The creature wrapped around her arm and began pulsing, secreting a greenish mucus that made the assistant hiss with pain.

	"Stay still!" Ayanda ordered. She took an Extractor from the pocket of her crimson robe and tried to bring it close to the Viscivein's secretory gland.

	The creature, as if it had understood, suddenly snapped, repeatedly slapping Ayanda with its tail. Each blow left a damp stain on the woman's robe.

	"By the four Protocols!" she cursed, trying to dodge the blows. After several attempts she managed to grab the tail with one hand, but instead of immobilizing the creature, she was dragged forward when the Viscivein began contracting more violently.

	From atop the walkway that crossed the greenhouse, Khulekani observed the scene with an expression oscillating between amusement and exasperation. He shook his head.

	"If you intend to extract a sample from the Viscivein," he said loudly, his voice echoing through the greenhouse, "you should first inhibit it with essence of torpor-fungus. But maybe they don't teach Biotaxonomy in the Second Circle anymore?"

	Ayanda suddenly looked up, recognizing the voice. The surprise made her loosen her grip and the Viscivein took advantage to strike her again, this time right in the face.

	"If you're so full of wisdom," she exclaimed, "why don't you come down and give us a hand?"

	The creature continued struggling, now dragging the assistant toward the pond.

	"Is that a formal invitation?" Khulekani asked, with an inflection of amusement in his voice.

	"Come down immediately and help us!" the healer chief yelled, trying to maintain dignity while the Viscivein left a trail of mucus in her hair.

	Khulekani calmly descended the spiral staircase connecting the walkway to the lower level. Ignoring the two healers struggling with the creature, he headed toward an organic cabinet set into the wall. He ran his fingers over the different vials and containers until he found a small ampoule containing a dense, opalescent liquid. He loaded the liquid into an injector needle and approached the Viscivein, waiting for the right moment, then drove the needle into its soft belly.

	The creature visibly relaxed, its movements became slow and languid, until it remained almost motionless in the pond's fluid.

	"You have about twenty minutes before the torpor wears off," Khulekani told the exhausted and soaked assistant. "You should be able to complete the extraction within that time, if you remember how to do it."

	Then he turned to Ayanda, who was drying her face with her own robe. "Meanwhile, the healer chief and I have matters to discuss."

	Ayanda stared at him for a long moment, then nodded briefly. "You continue," she told her assistant. "I'll be back as soon as possible."

	The young healer looked first at Ayanda, then at Khulekani, then at the sedated Viscivein, and finally nodded, clearly apprehensive about being left alone.

	The two began walking among the rows of symbiotic organisms and fungal colonies.

	"What are you doing here?" Ayanda asked as soon as they were out of earshot of the assistant.

	"The correct question would be: what are you doing?" Khulekani replied. "You're wandering around almost alone in the greenhouse at this hour, with most healers busy with lessons or in their laboratories. What do you need the Viscivein's lympho-inhibiting enzyme for?"

	"That's none of your business," Ayanda replied severely.

	Khulekani nodded slowly. "I imagine the enzyme's anti-inflammatory properties have nothing to do with the noble I saw last night. The one you were dancing with seemed to have obvious joint problems. An exchange of favors?"

	Ayanda stopped and sighed, looking at him wearily. "For once, could you pretend to remember that I'm your superior? What do you want, Khulekani? And why were you at the orgy last night?" She raised a hand to stop him. "I've never seen you participate before. And don't tell me you've suddenly changed sexual preferences."

	"I wouldn't dream of it," he replied, shaking his head slightly.

	Ayanda resumed walking and stopped in front of a two-meter-tall fungoid device, from whose top dripped a dense, purplish juice. She took two small cups of polished bone from a nearby niche and offered one to Khulekani, then collected some of the fluid in her own.

	"I'm not used to being seen half-naked by colleagues who then show up in my work spaces the next day," she said, bringing the cup to her lips and sipping the viscous liquid.

	"Technically, this is the common greenhouse," Khulekani replied, filling his cup. "And you were more than half-naked."

	Ayanda's face remained impassive as she continued sipping. "Speak. I'm all ears."

	Khulekani took a deep breath. "Yesterday I had an illuminating discussion with our noble chief."

	"I saw you, on the balcony," Ayanda nodded. "And I noticed the bow you made when he left. He must have told you something really frightening."

	Noticing Khulekani's grave expression, she raised an eyebrow. "That frightening?"

	"I'm in trouble," Khulekani admitted, maintaining a neutral tone. "Nkosi asks me for one thing and Sokhulu asks me for another, and..."

	"So it's true!" Ayanda exclaimed with a sharp laugh. "You admit you're still in the running for Elevation! I knew the tutor role was just an excuse to..."

	"I don't want to be elevated," Khulekani interrupted her.

	The declaration hung in the humid air. Ayanda blinked, with an expression of pure bewilderment.

	"Are you mocking me?" she finally asked, suspicious.

	"No," Khulekani simply replied.

	"I don't want to be elevated," she repeated, mimicking his tone. "You, who since the First Circle have done nothing but flaunt your genius and superiority, now tell me you don't want the greatest reward a member of a Profession can receive?"

	"I'm not interested in living beyond forty," he said, "not if it means no longer having access to knowledge." He approached Ayanda, lowering his voice slightly. "My parents were in the Fourth Circle. My sister is in the Fourth Circle. I'm now the right age to enter and you still haven't promoted me! Why? Fine, I'm arrogant, but it can't be just that!"

	Ayanda drank the rest of the semi-fluid and reached out to fill the cup again. "If you only knew how many obstruct you and for what reasons, Khulekani... it's not just me who detests you." She thought about it and added, "Actually, there are so many of us we could found a new Profession on this."

	Khulekani remained silent, observing her carefully.

	Ayanda drank and began absentmindedly swirling the cup between her fingers. "Suppose for a moment that I promote you to the Fourth Circle. What do I get out of it? You'll still be elevated and stop being a healer. You might have a few months to gorge yourself on our texts, then that's it. And I'll get nothing in return."

	"I already told you I don't want to be elevated," Khulekani reiterated. "My initial idea was to refuse Elevation, but now..." he shook his head.

	"Now if you did that," Ayanda said, studying him carefully, "they wouldn't see revoking Elevation as punishment anymore. And they'd do something more radical."

	Khulekani made a dismissive gesture with his hand, approaching a vibrating membrane to speak more quietly.

	"If I rebel openly, the Kalas will prevent me from accessing the Fourth Circle," he said. "But if I play ahead, I can get both things."

	"And how, exactly?" Ayanda asked skeptically.

	Khulekani looked around, making sure they were really alone, then lowered his voice further. "Nkosi and his father are waging war against each other. If I serve both masters, I die. If I serve only one, I die. The only thing I can do is disappoint them both and hope it works."

	Ayanda approached, intrigued despite herself. "And at the end of the tutoring year? When you're accused of betraying the Third Protocol? Do you really think the Kalas will let you survive after you've disappointed them all?"

	"Yes," Khulekani said. "Because they'll still need me."

	"I don't understand," Ayanda said.

	"This doesn't..." Khulekani began, but stopped, thinking. Probably not the time to remind her how stupid she is. He resumed: "...doesn't seem like a problem to me. The fewer things you know about what Sokhulu and Nkosi are asking me to do, the better for your safety."

	Ayanda continued looking skeptical. "You forget the people who'll judge you. It takes unanimity to save you."

	Khulekani moved even closer to the woman. "I'm working on it," he said, pointing a finger at her. "You'd become a noble and be out of the game. But you could make sure Kwame and Msibu vote to let me live. Makhose is already on my side and would bring Thabo with her." He counted on his fingertips while enumerating the Fourth Circle members. "That would leave me only Lindiwe to convince, who's a damn opportunist. It won't take much to buy him."

	"And the healer chief?" Ayanda asked with a smirk. "My successor will still have the deciding vote."

	"The only real unknown," Khulekani admitted. "But who knows, with a little luck it might be one of these. Even my sister."

	Ayanda smiled, slowly shaking her head. "If you knew how many flaws I see in your reasoning..." She walked away a few steps, observing another pulsing membrane. "But let's say I accept. The fact remains that you don't know if they'll automatically elevate me if they don't elevate you. Makhose is also very close to being nominated."

	The smile that formed on Khulekani's face was as rare as it was disturbing. "Who do you think they'll nominate between you and Makhose? Between a woman who hates me and who from today will do nothing but openly say she wants to see me dead, and my sister, flesh of my flesh?"

	"What a bastard," Ayanda murmured, shaking her head. "Your sister has a chance to live beyond forty and you're betraying her like this."

	"Does that mean you refuse?" he asked.

	Ayanda moved slowly around him. "No. Makhose isn't my sister. If you want my help in such a desperate situation, I might consider an Akhenasi."

	Khulekani visibly stiffened, as if he had been struck. "An Akhenasi?" His voice betrayed genuine outrage. "Do you really think I'm that desperate?"

	"It's the strongest guarantee that exists," Ayanda replied calmly. "No one breaks an Akhenasi."

	"I'm not desperate enough," Khulekani replied with a cutting voice. "I don't want a leash around my neck for life. Besides, you gain as much as I gain. No, we'll make a normal pact, no Akhenasi."

	"It's a convoluted plan, Khulekani, even by your standards," Ayanda said, observing him while he poured out the stale fluid in his cup and took some more. "How can I know everything will go right?"

	Khulekani shrugged. "And how can I trust that you'll keep your part of the agreement once you're nominated for Elevation? You have more to gain than I have to lose."

	Khulekani brought his cup toward Ayanda. She hesitated only an instant before doing the same. The two cups touched with a muffled sound. "The Fourth Circle for you. Elevation for me."

	Khulekani nodded, pouring a drop of the liquid on the ground and drinking the rest in one gulp, imitated by Ayanda.

	 

	 


10 – The Vendetta

	 

	In the end, after several weeks and even more numerous orgies, Nkosi finally managed to conceive a child with a woman: a Third Circle healer, Amahle, director of the Toxicology Department.

	Khulekani made it a habit to personally follow her pregnancy for the first few months, monitoring her every week, often accompanied by Nkosi himself.

	The young noble oozed joy from every gesture. For the occasion he had covered the entire city with murals in his honor, some of which also portrayed Amahle. He had probably spent a fortune, hiring every available artist.

	Khulekani had advised him to be cautious, reminding him that a pregnancy, especially in the first weeks, might not come to a good end. But Nkosi hadn't wanted to listen to reason.

	If normally relations with his father were already tense, the news of the murals infuriated Sokhulu, who for his part would have gladly thrown all the city's artists into the Mother's Mouths, considering them a useless relic of the past.

	Khulekani had provided the same medicine to the noble chief as well, as promised, but then hadn't heard anything more about it. To avoid ending up in the middle of the family feud between father and son, he had deliberately avoided both discovering if any of the women Sokhulu had united with had become pregnant, and revealing the father's plan to Nkosi. The more he remained neutral, the more likely he was to survive long enough to devise a plan.

	But time was running out and Khulekani felt the tension mounting day by day.

	

	

	In the penumbra of the genetics laboratory, Khulekani examined with methodical precision Amahle's slightly prominent belly. His fingers moved over the woman's taut skin, perceiving the subtle variations in density and heat that revealed the fetus's state of health.

	"The placenta is well positioned," he said in a clinical tone, pressing lightly at a specific point. "Do you feel this movement?"

	Amahle limited herself to an affirmative nod, without the slightest trace of emotion. Her nails, almost as long as Khulekani's, beat rhythmically on the bed's edge with poorly concealed impatience.

	Khulekani continued: "It's normal. At this stage of development, the fetus has already completed the formation of its limbs." He took a small instrument from his bag, a thin organic tube ending in a translucent vesicle. "Now I'll have to take a sample of amniotic fluid."

	The healer stiffened. "Will it hurt?"

	"You direct Toxicology and don't know if an amniotic sampling hurts?" Khulekani shot at her. "Of course it will! Now relax!"

	The healer positioned the instrument on Amahle's abdomen and made it penetrate the skin. The woman screamed in pain.

	"Stay still!" Khulekani ordered.

	The vesicle on top of the instrument slowly began filling with a transparent liquid with bluish reflections.

	"Now you know how painful it is," Khulekani commented, extracting the instrument. "At least you learned something."

	"I'll tell Nkosi," she replied angrily. "Once I give birth, he'll have you Selected."

	"I don't think so," he murmured, thinking: and this won't be enough to prevent me from being elevated, unfortunately.

	Khulekani examined the collected fluid against the light. "The color is perfect. No turbidity, no visible impurities. A good sign." He put the instrument back in his bag. "Go wash yourself with resin to prevent infections. You remember what an infection is, right?"

	He pointed to a side alcove that served as a bathroom. "Meanwhile, I'll prepare the sample for analysis."

	Amahle got up from the bed with an awkward movement. "Will it take much longer?"

	"All the time I deem necessary," Khulekani replied, carving notes on a membrane.

	"I'm not surprised you have no friends," she shot back, before disappearing into the alcove.

	Khulekani ignored her, concentrating on his notes.

	I need to tell Zithulele to check the inflammatory protein level, he thought, tracing another glyph on the membrane, which curled up in pain.

	A firm knock at the Valve-door interrupted his thoughts. He waited, hoping whoever it was would leave, but the knocks repeated, more insistent.

	With an annoyed sigh, Khulekani got up and headed toward the door. He opened it, finding himself facing an adolescent wearing a crimson robe with a green border.

	"Vuyo," Khulekani said, shooting him a cutting glance. "I see they made the mistake of promoting you to the Second Circle. What do you want?"

	Vuyo made a deep bow, then smiled at him. "You remember me, healer master—I'm honored. I'm here by order of healer chief Ayanda."

	"Ayanda already has an assistant," Khulekani said suspiciously. "A girl your age—what happened to her?"

	The young man raised his hands, with an expression of fake regret on his face. "She had a bad accident cleaning a Coprophage breeding tank. I volunteered to replace her."

	What a coincidence, Khulekani thought, then said: "So you're a climber. I didn't realize that when you were my student."

	"You learn by staying in close contact with the best," Vuyo replied. "Actually, while I'm here, I should do an internship in one of the Third Circle laboratories, as an assistant. By any chance..."

	"And you're also a suck-up," Khulekani burst out. "I don't share my work spaces with idiots."

	"As you wish, healer master," Vuyo made a knowing smile. "And I imagine it would be of no use to have nearby a person who hears and sees many things the healer chief does."

	Khulekani blinked in surprise, then let out a little laugh. "Climber, suck-up, and damn brave. This last quality balances out the other nefarious traits." He pondered for a few seconds. "You can assist my assistant, if you're content with a lesser genius. Come back tomorrow and tell Zithulele to show you the laboratory."

	Vuyo bowed again, so deeply he almost touched his legs with his head. "Thank you for the opportunity, healer master!"

	Khulekani made an annoyed gesture with his hand. "Yes, yes, enough of that. Now tell me: what does Ayanda want?"

	Vuyo straightened up and shook his head. "Not from you, healer master. I'm tasked with informing Amahle that her request to maintain direction of the Toxicology Department during the gestation period has been rejected. Moreover," he added before Khulekani could respond, "the department will return under Makhose's direct supervision, who will resume control until the end of Amahle's pregnancy."

	Amahle quickly emerged from the alcove, her face still damp with resin. She rapidly approached the door.

	"This is unacceptable!" she ranted. "Toxicology has been under my direction for three years. There's no risk in supervisory work." She turned to Khulekani. "This is a brazen political maneuver by your sister!"

	"The Toxicology Department is hardly a place without dangers," Khulekani said. "And what Makhose does is her business. Don't take it out on me."

	Vuyo interjected, maintaining an impassive expression. "I'm sorry, healer master Amahle. Ayanda was categorical."

	"Get out," she hissed, and the boy simply made a brief bow before walking away silently down the corridor.

	Amahle closed the Valve-door with a brusque gesture, turning toward Khulekani with eyes full of rage. "Four months pregnant and they're already treating me like I'm an incubation tank! Makhose kept all her assignments, before and after giving birth. Even now that she commutes to the noble tower to nurse her little brat, no one has taken away her Fourth Circle. And now she'll also take back Toxicology!"

	"The difference is that you're carrying the future noble chief in your womb, while Makhose..." Khulekani stopped, thoughtful. "I never asked whose child Makhose's baby is."

	"I have to do something," Amahle continued, starting to pace back and forth, angry as an Antibody in a cage. "I'll write to Lindiwe. He'll help me—just offer him something in return."

	She stopped, bringing a hand to her mouth. "Bathroom," she said urgently, turning around. "Bathroom!"

	"Go ahead," Khulekani said calmly, watching her flee toward the alcove.

	Taking advantage of the return of silence, he prepared the amniotic fluid sample, inserting it into a sealed organic sphere.

	While he was concentrated on the delicate operation of sealing the sphere with both hands, he heard a sudden noise from the membrane-window. A man was knocking with his knuckles on the translucent tissue from outside, standing on one of the scaffoldings along the external wall.

	He frowned, perplexed. Repair work was normally scheduled for nighttime, when the tower's activity was reduced to a minimum.

	The man knocked again, louder, making an impatient gesture.

	"Who is it?" Khulekani asked, without moving away from the table.

	"Head worker, sir healer," the man replied. "I need to check the integrity of the scaffolding anchor. There's been a collapse on the lower floor and the architect ordered me to enter to verify all the supports before the problem gets worse."

	At that moment, Amahle emerged from the bathroom alcove. Seeing the man at the window and Khulekani still busy with the sample, she headed directly toward the membrane-window.

	"It's for the scaffolding," the worker said impatiently, without waiting for explanations.

	Khulekani looked up from the sample he was handling and noticed something strange about the man. Too muscular, too well-fed. His clothes were clean, his face healthy.

	No commoner is this healthy, he thought in alarm.

	"Don't open it!" he shouted, throwing himself toward the woman with the Extractor in hand.

	Amahle had already inserted a finger into the sensitive fissure running along the membrane-window's edge. It recognized a healer's contact and began opening with a wet hiss.

	Before the membrane was completely open, the man launched himself through the opening , reaching out a hand toward Amahle.

	Khulekani drove the Extractor's needle into the intruder's neck, piercing the skin above the jugular.

	The man screamed in pain while the Extractor's vesicle began pulsing, sucking blood with fierce efficiency. He brought his hands to his neck, trying to remove the instrument, but Khulekani pushed it deeper with force.

	Despite the pain, the intruder remained lucid enough to grab Amahle. With a quick movement, he drove something into her bare arm. The woman cried out more in surprise than pain, but before she could do anything else, Khulekani lunged at him and grabbed his wrist, trying to prevent him from continuing. With a violent jerk, he tore his grip from Amahle, who broke free and ran toward the door.

	The assassin screamed, furious, throwing a punch at Khulekani. The healer dodged it with agility, taking advantage of the man's daze. He blocked another attack and, using the momentum, pushed him against the wall. The sound of the body impacting against the solid surface echoed in the room.

	The assassin extracted the Extractor from his neck with a grunt, throwing it to the ground. Blood spurted from his throat, but the wound didn't seem mortal. He looked toward the exit—Amahle had already fled and he couldn't follow her without someone to open the Valve-door for him. His eyes burned with hatred as he turned to Khulekani.

	"Little bastard," he hissed with a hoarse voice, "you shouldn't have meddled."

	He launched himself at Khulekani with surprising speed for his bulk. He grabbed him by the robes with both hands and, with a roar of rage, lifted him from the ground.

	Khulekani tried to break free, striking the aggressor with a thrust to the neck wound, but the man seemed insensitive to pain. With a brutal movement, he hurled him beyond the open membrane-window.

	For a terrible instant, Khulekani found himself suspended in the void, with the sensation that time had slowed down. Then gravity regained the upper hand.

	His back struck the tower's external scaffolding violently. Khulekani felt the structure groan under the sudden weight, swaying threateningly. Some joints broke with sharp snaps, and the entire section tilted, sliding dangerously toward the void.

	The healer held on with all his strength while the structure partially collapsed. He slid along with the debris, ending up clinging to a calcified protuberance of the cornice below, twenty meters above the ground.

	He looked down and his atavistic calm finally cracked. An impressive void separated him from the ground, where the irregular calcifications of the pavement promised instant death.

	"Ravenous Mother," he exclaimed, and shifted his gaze upward.

	From the opening in the membrane-window he saw the assassin looking out. Seeing Khulekani still hanging, he leaned out even more, with an expression of amazement mixed with indignation.

	"Why are you still alive?" he asked, almost offended.

	With a jump, the man climbed over the window sill and landed heavily on the damaged scaffolding, which groaned under his weight. The structure swayed dangerously, threatening to give way completely. Khulekani, still hanging from the cornice several meters below, could do nothing but watch in horror as the man began descending toward him, clinging to the scaffolding's petroclast beams.

	I won't hold on much longer, Khulekani thought, quickly scanning his surroundings.

	The cornice he was on extended along the entire facade of the building. With a desperate effort, he began moving laterally, shifting meter by meter, while feeling pain bite into his arm muscles.

	The assassin, realizing the escape attempt, accelerated his descent, ignoring the danger of the unstable structure. Another section of the scaffolding gave way under his weight, crashing into the void with a sinister noise of organic wood breaking.

	Taking advantage of that moment, Khulekani continued moving along the cornice, finally reaching a balcony that protruded several meters ahead. He let himself drop, landing painfully on the balcony's calcified floor. A sharp pain shot through his side, and he bulged his eyes in pain, probably from a cracked rib.

	There was no time to think about it. The assassin had resumed his descent, now using the building's Support Arteries themselves to lower himself toward the balcony. Khulekani got up with difficulty and tried to open the balcony's membrane-door, but it remained sealed. His hand left prints on the translucent surface, but the membrane didn't react as he'd hoped.

	It only works from the inside, he realized with horror.

	He had no other choice. He headed toward the balcony's edge and, with a desperate leap, grabbed a protruding artery, using it to reach another cornice lower down. He sank his fingers into the artery's surface, allowing him a firmer grip. From the holes his nails opened, spurts of bluish Ichor gushed out.

	Looking upward, he saw the assassin had now reached the balcony and was watching him. The man seemed to evaluate the situation for a moment, then extracted a small cylindrical weapon from his belt and pointed it toward Khulekani.

	The healer heard a sharp hiss and flattened himself against the wall just as a spine embedded itself in the calcification next to his head. Dust fell into his eyes, temporarily blinding him.

	Using muscle memory, he continued moving along the cornice, desperately seeking another escape route. His fingers bled from the effort of gripping the irregular surface.

	A second hiss cut through the air. This time, the spine grazed his arm, leaving a superficial cut.

	His hands found the edge of a window. He opened his eyes, clearing them of dust with a quick blink, and saw he had reached another membrane-window, several floors below his laboratory.

	This one wouldn't open either. Khulekani tried knocking forcefully, hoping someone inside would hear him, but there was no response. A third hiss warned him of another incoming shot, and he moved just in time.

	The assassin had abandoned the balcony and was now descending directly toward him. Every movement made the building's external structure sway dangerously.

	Khulekani looked once more at the sealed window, then turned and continued his precarious descent. He reached another balcony and again tried to open the door. This one was also closed.

	He heard a heavy thud behind him. The assassin had landed on the balcony, blocking every escape route.

	"You've really annoyed me," the man said, slowly advancing toward him.

	Khulekani frantically looked around, seeking anything he could use as a weapon or escape route. There was nothing. The assassin advanced further, stretching out his arms to grab him.

	With a desperate move, Khulekani threw himself against the membrane-door, hoping to force it with his body's weight. The surface trembled but resisted. The assassin was now one step away from him.

	Two powerful hands grabbed his neck, lifting him from the ground. The man's fingers sank into his throat with ruthless force, blocking the air flow. Khulekani kicked in the void, trying to break free, but the grip was too strong.

	"In The Mother's guts!" the assassin exclaimed, squeezing even tighter.

	While consciousness began abandoning him and his vision blurred, Khulekani reached out his hand and violently sank his crimson nails into the membrane-door's surface, penetrating it deeply and tearing off a flap.

	The reaction was immediate and terrifying. The membrane emitted a hiss of rage and pain. Its edges transformed into fleshy tentacles that launched themselves to attack, seeking the source of pain. Two of them threw themselves at the neck of the man who was suffocating him.

	The grip on Khulekani's throat suddenly loosened. He fell to the ground, coughing and gasping as air returned to fill his lungs. With eyes tearing from the effort, he saw the assassin struggling against the membrane's tentacles, now wrapped around his body.

	The man, terrified, tried to free himself from the grip that was tightening more and more. A thinner tentacle slipped into his open mouth, suffocating his screams. Others wrapped around his arms and legs, completely immobilizing him.

	With a fluid and unnatural movement, the membrane brutally bent one of the man's legs backward. The sound of breaking bones echoed on the balcony. The same fate befell his right arm an instant later.

	The assassin, who until that moment had emitted strangled groans, suddenly fell silent. His glassy eyes stared into the void.

	Perceiving that the prey had lost vitality, the membrane didn't loosen its grip; instead, with sinuous movements, it drew the body toward the center of its surface. The entire structure detached from its seat in the building, wrapping the assassin's corpse in a pulsing cocoon.

	Through the translucent surface, Khulekani saw the man's face, frozen in a mask of surprise and pain.

	The healer collapsed against the wall, coughing violently. He ran a hand around his neck, feeling an Elastic Tubercle still squeezing his throat. He tore it off and threw it into the void.

	He got back up on trembling legs and headed toward the opening left by the membrane that had detached. Now he could re-enter the building. He slipped through the opening, feeling sharp pain in his side with every movement.

	The environment he entered was a Neurovegetation Laboratory. Several tanks containing growing tissues pulsed weakly along the walls. Khulekani immediately headed toward the door, hoping to find help.

	Suddenly, the door flew open. A group of healers entered quickly, some wielding common objects and utensils as improvised weapons.

	"Stop!" one of them shouted, pointing an Extractor toward Khulekani.

	"You stop, idiot," Ayanda intervened, making her way through the others. "Can't you see it's Khulekani?"

	The armed healer stiffened and, recognizing him, immediately lowered his weapon.

	"Forgive me, healer master," he said deferentially. "I didn't mean to offend you." The man's gaze shifted toward the open window and, noticing the membrane's cocoon, he screamed pointing at it in horror.

	Khulekani felt his strength failing him—the stabbing pain in his ribs made itself known after the adrenaline of the fight. He let himself fall into a chair, holding his side.

	"Where's Amahle?" he asked with a hoarse voice, still irritated from the strangulation.

	"She's safe," Ayanda replied, approaching to examine his wounds. "She's the one who raised the alarm. She said an assassin had entered your laboratory."

	Khulekani nodded, breathing with difficulty. "He wanted her. Or rather, he wanted the baby."

	"You need medical assistance," the healer chief said, observing with a critical eye the bruise forming on Khulekani's neck. She turned to the small crowd of healers. "Everyone out, let him breathe." Then she pointed to a healer whom Khulekani recognized—it was the girl who had assisted Ayanda in the greenhouse. "Run to the noble tower and inform Nkosi of what happened."

	The healer nodded and ran off.

	While the room quickly emptied under her orders, with few healers remaining to ensure minimum security, Ayanda approached Khulekani, who had begun trembling slightly, sweating coldly.

	"Let me examine you," she said peremptorily, reaching out her hands toward his neck. Khulekani instinctively pulled back.

	"It's not necessary," he replied with a hoarse voice. "I can take care of it myself."

	Ayanda raised an eyebrow and stared at him with an icy look that admitted no replies.

	"You're a patient now. Not a healer. And I'm your healer chief. Don't force me to have you immobilized."

	Khulekani stared at her with hostility for a moment, then gave in, lowering his head slightly to allow her to examine the marks on his neck. Ayanda's fingers moved with precision and competence. She gently palpated the bruised tissues, assessing the damage.

	"You have a cracked rib. Not displaced."

	"So you still remember how to treat people," Khulekani murmured with a bitter half-smile.

	Ayanda continued her examination without reacting to the provocation.

	"We may have our disagreements," she said in a neutral tone, shifting attention to Khulekani's side, where a dark stain was spreading on the crimson robe, "but attempting on the life of Nkosi's son goes against all Protocols. Order must be preserved."

	She approached Khulekani's ear and whispered: "Is this all a setup? Did you hire that man?"

	Khulekani looked at the woman in surprise. "What kind of contacts do you think I have? No, you fool! It's all damn real!"

	"With you, one never knows," Ayanda said, shrugging. She pressed hard on a point on his side. Khulekani screamed in pain, writhing. A subtle smile appeared on the healer chief's face.

	"Sorry," she said with fake innocence, "consider it a reminder about discipline."

	

	

	Nkosi reached the healers' tower in less than an hour. When he peered into the room where Khulekani still was, he was so furious that he entered before Babalwa. The guardian hurried to follow him, scanning the environment and relaxing only after confirming the absence of immediate dangers.

	"Where's Amahle?" the noble asked without preamble, his voice tense from the effort to maintain calm.

	"She's safe," Ayanda replied. "We took her to a sealed room on the top floor."

	Nkosi seemed momentarily relieved, then noticed Khulekani sitting with a hand pressed to his side. "They told me you saved my son's life," he said, quickly approaching. "I thank you."

	"I simply obeyed the Second Protocol," Khulekani replied.

	Nkosi smiled. "I don't think many healers would have done the same thing, protocols or not."

	"Many of my colleagues shouldn't call themselves healers, indeed," Khulekani confirmed with a grimace.

	The young noble turned toward the membranous cocoon containing the assassin's body, observing it with intense interest. "Did he suffer as much as he deserved?"

	"With interest," Khulekani replied. "The membrane-window reacted appropriately."

	Nkosi made a peremptory gesture toward the door. "Leave us," he ordered. "I need to speak with Khulekani privately."

	Ayanda hesitated, but a glance at Nkosi's determined face convinced her to obey. In a few moments, the room emptied, leaving only Khulekani, Nkosi, and Babalwa near the door.

	"You too, Babalwa—wait outside," Nkosi told the guardian.

	"Noble Nkosi, your father's orders..."

	"Out!" he reiterated, with a tone that admitted no replies. "And tell one of the healers to close the Valve-door."

	The guardian hesitated for a moment, then obeyed, leaving the two men alone in the room.

	As soon as the Valve-door closed, Nkosi approached the membranous cocoon. He walked around the pulsing structure, observing it from different angles.

	"It's fascinating," he commented, pointing to the semi-translucent surface. "At the noble tower we also have automated defenses, but they're completely different. These membranes have surprising capabilities."

	He removed from his shoulder a bluebark bag and opened it, extracting a taut bladder decorated with stylized symbols. He showed it to Khulekani, revealing its contents: several dried skin flaps, each marked with a clearly visible black glyph.

	"Do you know what this is?" he asked, showing him one of the flaps.

	Khulekani frowned, studying the symbol. "It's clan Mhondo's glyph."

	"Exactly," Nkosi confirmed.

	Khulekani raised an eyebrow and said: "Do you often go around with strips of human skin?"

	"More often than you might imagine."

	The young noble returned to the cocoon, touching the vibrating surface with a finger. The organism trembled slightly at the contact. "Do you think you can cut this membrane and get your hands on this corpse?"

	Khulekani looked at him with surprise. "It can be done, but why would you want to..." He stopped, realizing Nkosi's intention. "What are your intentions?"

	"I want you to cut a piece of skin from this bastard," Nkosi replied with a cold smile, waving one of the flaps he held. "We need to make it look like this glyph comes from his arm."

	The healer shook his head, incredulous. "You want to falsify evidence and pin the blame on the Mhondos? But why? This way we'll never know who the real mastermind was."

	"Oh, but I know perfectly well who the mastermind is." His smile vanished, replaced by an icy expression. "I know him, the one in there," he said, pointing to the face visible through the translucent tissue. "You didn't see him around much because he lived mainly in the Sewers. He was one of clan Kala's trusted men."

	Khulekani looked at the corpse. "It was your father?"

	"Yes," Nkosi confirmed, with unnatural calm.

	"But why? It's his grandson..."

	"Don't play naive, Khulekani," the noble said. "I know well that my father asked you for the same compound you gave me. I'm very sorry you didn't tell me." He turned toward Khulekani, showing a dark and tired face. "I also know about the other request he made."

	Khulekani suddenly put a hand in front of himself, as if defending himself from Nkosi, who had instead remained motionless. "I did nothing beyond providing him the compound," he said quickly. "I gave it to him, but then I never heard anything more about it. I never tried to discover if any of the women had become pregnant, though now I imagine it happened."

	"You imagine correctly," Nkosi confirmed.

	Khulekani spread his arms. "I didn't want to be involved in your family feud."

	Nkosi scrutinized him for a long time, then nodded slowly. "At least in this you showed some common sense. And it's the reason you're still alive. But divided loyalty is not loyalty, Khulekani. Remember that."

	Khulekani nodded silently.

	"Now," Nkosi continued, handing him one of the skin flaps with the Mhondo glyph, "cut a piece of skin from that traitor this size. I'll go find Amahle to see how she is, then I'll take this body with me to the tower and make an announcement."

	"What do you have to announce?" Khulekani asked in surprise.

	Nkosi made a sad smile. "The premature death of several nobles."

	 

	 


11 – The Blackmail

	 

	Khulekani examined the amniotic fluid through a bioscope while his fingers periodically adjusted the tension of the observational membrane. Beside him, Zithulele meticulously recorded every observation, while on the other side of the table Vuyo was mixing reagents in a porous sphere, visibly nervous under the stern gaze of the master healer.

	"Again," Khulekani ordered, without looking up from the bioscope. "More shadowed vesicle extract, less lymph. The proportions are fundamental."

	Vuyo nodded, pouring a greenish liquid into the sphere. "Like this, master healer?"

	Zithulele slapped the young man on the back of the neck. "If you have to ask, you've already made a mistake," he commented in a flat voice. "The master said more vesicle, not all the extract."

	"Be quiet," Khulekani commanded.

	A knocking at the valve-door interrupted his concentration. Khulekani made an irritated sound.

	"Will there ever be a day of work without interruptions? Vuyo, go see who it is," he ordered, without taking his eyes off the bioscope.

	The boy hurried toward the door, while Zithulele continued imperturbably with his notes. When the valve-door opened with a wet hiss, Makhose's familiar voice filled the laboratory.

	"Khulekani," she said, entering and nodding to Zithulele as well. "I see you're busy as always."

	Khulekani stepped away from the bioscope, straightening his back. "To what do I owe this interruption?"

	The woman smiled, but her body revealed all the fatigue of recent weeks. She had given birth recently and convalescence wasn't over yet.

	"Can't I visit my brother?" she asked, approaching the table. Her eyes settled curiously on the sample under the bioscope.

	"Not during work hours," Khulekani replied. "Especially when I'm conducting a delicate analysis."

	Makhose moved slowly around the table, observing the various instruments and samples arranged with methodical order. "How are you?" she finally asked. "After what happened yesterday, you should be resting."

	"I'm fine," Khulekani said, unconsciously touching his wounded side. "And I have work to finish."

	While Zithulele maintained an impassive expression and continued working, Vuyo had retreated to a corner, watching the scene with curiosity. Makhose noticed him immediately and shot him an icy glance. The boy vanished instantly.

	"Speaking of Amahle," Makhose resumed, turning back to stare at her brother. "Your new assistant came to me yesterday. He told me that Ayanda reassigned Toxicology to me this morning. Apparently she took it away from Amahle because of pregnancy stress."

	She leaned toward Khulekani's face. "Curious, isn't it? When I was pregnant, Ayanda never showed such consideration."

	"You didn't give birth to the future noble chief," Khulekani replied. "Congratulations on the promotion, you deserve it."

	Makhose shook her head. "I didn't ask for it. And these things don't happen by chance." She paused, studying her brother's face. "It was you, wasn't it?"

	"I don't know what you're talking about," he replied, bending back over the bioscope.

	Makhose looked up and noticed Vuyo had returned to watching them. "You two," she said, pointing to Vuyo and Zithulele. "What exactly are you working on?"

	Zithulele raised his eyes from his notes, but said nothing. Vuyo straightened immediately.

	"Master healer," the young man replied with a smug smile, "I'm wondering that myself. We've been studying this amniotic fluid all morning without..."

	"Shut up!" Zithulele and Khulekani exclaimed in unison.

	The latter shot a furious look at Vuyo, then turned to Makhose. "It's not polite to meddle in others' work," he said coldly. "And you know very well I won't tell you anything you don't need to know."

	Makhose smiled, pleased. "You might not," she replied, "but from how Zithulele reacted, I'd say he knows very well what you're doing." She approached the assistant, who returned to looking at his notes, avoiding all eye contact. "I can ask you as a sister," she continued, addressing Khulekani again, "or I can order it from him, as a member of the Fourth Circle."

	She touched Zithulele's chest with a finger.

	"No one is too old or too high in the Circles to avoid the Hall of Pain."

	Zithulele paled and shot Khulekani a pleading look. The latter sighed, irritated. He got up from the fungus-chair and gestured to Vuyo and Zithulele. "Continue the work. I'll be back shortly."

	He took Makhose by the arm, leading her to a small alcove adjacent to the main laboratory, separated by a semi-opaque membrane. He held his side with one hand the entire way, grunting at each step from the pain.

	Once inside, he leaned against a wall, catching his breath. "I thought you'd be pleased to have Toxicology back," he snapped.

	"Yes, I'm pleased," Makhose admitted, crossing her arms. "But why did you move to give it back to me? And how did you convince Ayanda?"

	"Can't I simply do you a favor?" he asked.

	Makhose laughed, a genuine laugh that echoed in the alcove. "You? A disinterested favor? Please, Khulekani."

	Khulekani pressed his lips together. "Amahle kept asking me to visit her at her department," he finally explained. "I wouldn't have had freedom of movement and would always have been under surveillance. So now she's forced to come here to me."

	"And why do you need freedom of movement? Freedom to do what?" Makhose replied, scrutinizing him. "And besides, how did you convince Ayanda? In the sacred secret name of the Mother, Khulekani, what are you up to?"

	The man remained silent for a long time. Finally, with a mournful sigh, he replied: "I made a deal with Ayanda."

	Makhose's eyes widened. "A deal?"

	"She gets elevated in my place," Khulekani explained with clinical calm, "and in exchange guarantees my entry into the Fourth Circle."

	Makhose stared at him, astounded. "Are you really planning to give up Elevation? Oh, Khulekani..."

	She let herself fall onto a growth on the sides of the alcove, running her hands through her hair.

	"What's gotten into you?"

	She raised her eyes again, now bright and red with emotion.

	"And didn't you say, months ago, that you'd do everything to get me elevated? What's changed?"

	Khulekani spread his arms with an exasperated gesture. "Let's be honest," he said, "you had no chance of being elevated. You're not as intelligent as me and you don't have the political connections that Ayanda has. With this move, you might even be appointed healer chief."

	"And why would the noble chief promote me?" Makhose approached, lowering her voice. "Because of you? Because I'm your sister?" She shook her head slowly. "Khulekani, I don't believe a single word of what you're saying. None of this is for me."

	"I want to enter the Fourth Circle," Khulekani snarled, with a rare, intense rage on his normally impassive face. "It's the only thing I want. If that means making Ayanda a noble and you the healer chief, so be it. And we're all happy!" He opened his arms again, forcefully. "What's wrong with that?"

	Makhose remained silent, studying her brother for a long time. Her eyes were searching for something, but Khulekani couldn't understand what. Finally, the woman gave in and looked away. A tear ran down her cheek. In a subdued voice, she murmured: "What's in that amniotic fluid you're studying?"

	Khulekani carefully observed Makhose's expression.

	But why isn't she happy? he thought angrily. Why is no one ever happy with what I offer?

	"You never answered me," Makhose finally said, lowering her voice slightly. "What's in that amniotic fluid you're studying?"

	"Nothing that concerns you," Khulekani replied curtly. "Your sudden interest in my work is curious."

	Makhose crossed her arms. "You're my only brother. Is it so strange that I worry about what you do?"

	"Do you worry, or are you watching me?"

	The question hung between them like an antibody seeking prey.

	"Greater Membrane," Makhose burst out, standing up and throwing her hands in the air, "you're a damn paranoid!"

	From the main laboratory came Vuyo's suppressed laughter, immediately followed by a dry comment from Zithulele.

	"This alcove isn't that private," Makhose said, abruptly changing tone.

	"It is, if one doesn't shout," Khulekani replied.

	Makhose closed her eyes and sighed. "The entire tower knows you're doing something for Nkosi," she said. "The excuse that you're following Amahle's pregnancy because you're the child's preceptor is ridiculous. We have a dozen obstetricians and pediatricians more competent than you." She looked at him intently. "You, who are the greatest genetics expert in the entire Sac."

	She left the alcove, followed silently by Khulekani. They walked toward the valve-door. Just before crossing it, Makhose stopped and turned.

	"If I were you..." she began. But she didn't complete the sentence. She stared at him for long seconds, then said only: "Good evening."

	When the valve-door closed behind her, Khulekani remained motionless. Then he returned to the assistants who were waiting for him.

	He noticed Zithulele's questioning look.

	"Is everything alright, master healer?" the assistant asked, with respectful discretion.

	"Perfectly," Khulekani replied.

	Then he addressed Vuyo, with a cutting voice: "Get out of here. Hall of Pain. Twelve hours."

	The young man paled instantly. "B-but master, what did I..."

	"You talk too much," Khulekani interrupted. "And you listen even more. Some time with master Thabethe will help you understand whether you want to serve Ayanda or me. Divided loyalty is not loyalty."

	While Vuyo left the laboratory crying, Khulekani sighed.

	I've started talking like Nkosi, he thought, with a bitter taste in his mouth.

	

	

	Several hours later, Khulekani limped toward the sealed room where Amahle was in custody, on the top floor of the healers' tower. The enormous valve-door was twice his height and had five flaps, each bristling with spines and with the tip pointing inward ossified, an imposing and deadly spectacle of nature.

	The room's orifice was equally large. Khulekani immersed his entire arm up to the elbow, reaching a fleshy bladder inside. He squeezed it and felt something pierce his hand, studying his blood. Understanding it was a healer, Khulekani was certain it knew exactly who he was and which Circle he belonged to, the flaps began to open in all directions. Khulekani pulled out his arm and shook it several times, scattering viscous humors everywhere.

	He entered a small, high corridor that immediately turned right, toward a very large room. There, in a bed of enormous proportions, was Amahle lying down, and standing near her, Nkosi. Both watched him arrive, he greeting him with a nod, she with cold eyes.

	"I wasn't expecting you. Do you have news?" the noble asked, rising from the fungus-chair beside the bed.

	"Yes," Khulekani replied in a flat tone. "But not good."

	Amahle raised herself slightly, instinctively bringing a hand to her belly. "If it's about the attack, we already know it was the Mhondo clan."

	"It's not about the attack," Khulekani corrected her. He approached the bed with measured steps, despite the stabbing pain in his side. "I analyzed the sample I took from you this morning."

	"Is the baby alright?" the woman asked, with suddenly doubtful tone.

	"No," Khulekani said. "The child is affected by a genetic malformation," he continued, addressing Nkosi. "The fetus is undergoing regressive metamorphosis. The brain structures are decomposing, the limbs are already atrophied."

	A heavy silence fell over the room. Nkosi remained motionless, his gaze fixed on an indefinite point in front of him.

	"Are you saying my son will be born deformed?" he finally asked.

	Khulekani extracted an extractor from his bag and approached Amahle. The woman looked at the extractor with evident terror, which transformed into pain when the spine penetrated her belly.

	"He won't be born at all," Khulekani stated, while operating the extractor. "I'll take one last sample for scientific purposes, I want to verify if the regression speed is stable, then he'll be eliminated."

	Amahle's face visibly paled. Nkosi clenched his hands into fists.

	"Scientific purposes?" the man repeated, with growing anger.

	"You want to kill my son?" Amahle said with a trembling voice, while her eyes darted toward Nkosi, carefully studying the noble's expression. Her tone oscillated between indignation and submission, ready to calibrate her reaction based on that of her powerful protector.

	Putting the extractor back in his bag, Khulekani noticed that calculation in the woman's eyes. He drummed his fingers on his side with irritation.

	"Don't worry about your genetic legacy," he said with contempt. "Your body has already demonstrated biocompatibility with Nkosi. You can always try again in a couple of months."

	Nkosi's fist slammed on a table with such force that a sphere of fluid rolled and exploded on the floor.

	"No one will touch my son!" he roared, advancing menacingly toward Khulekani. "Is that clear?"

	Khulekani didn't back down. "Don't be irrational. This fetus is irreparably compromised. Its brain structures are practically liquefied."

	"He's mine!" Nkosi thundered. "He's my son. My heir. The first I've ever managed to conceive!"

	"He's an abomination," Khulekani pronounced coldly. "What kind of noble chief do you think he'd be? A living mockery of the Kala clan."

	Nkosi advanced toward Khulekani, breathing heavily. He stopped one step away from him. His hand closed into a fist, and the healer noticed the veins pulsing on his massive neck.

	Amahle sat up on the edge of the bed, gripping the sheets with both hands. "Maybe there are other tests to do? Maybe there's still hope?"

	"I intend to do more tests," Khulekani confirmed, "but not to save him."

	"Then there is hope?" Amahle insisted, her voice cracking.

	Khulekani gave her a contemptuous look. "Are you deaf? I told you I can't do anything about it. The tests are for..."

	Nkosi grabbed Khulekani by the collar, bringing him within inches of his face. "Don't say another word, little man. Starting tomorrow, Amahle will be housed in the noble tower, under my direct protection. No healer, not even you, will be able to approach her without my presence."

	He let go of Khulekani with a shove. "If you want to do more tests, you'll have to make a formal request to me. And I'll decide whether to grant it."

	Khulekani was surprised by the noble's fury and irrationality. "You're violating the Second Protocol," Khulekani said. "This is unacceptable. An emotional weakness unworthy of a future noble chief."

	"May the Mother devour your damn Protocols!" Nkosi roared. "My son will live!"

	Khulekani observed both with genuine incomprehension. Then, without adding anything else, he turned and left the room. His gait was rigid, not only from physical pain.

	He slipped away quickly through the corridors, his hands trembling with rage.

	"Irrational," he muttered through his teeth. "They compromise future generations for mere emotional attachment."

	Arriving at the valve-door of the genetics laboratory, he inserted a finger into the lateral orifice, turning twice to the left, once to the right, then bending the first two phalanges and scratching downward. The valve recognized the code and opened with a hiss.

	He headed toward his work table, where he placed his bag and took out the extractor. He took a sterile sphere and brought it close to the instrument's spine, reversing the flow. The sample extracted from Amahle's womb began pouring into the container.

	Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed something strange on the floor. There were scattered papers. Frowning, he set down the extractor and approached. As he advanced, his eyes followed the trail of papers, until he glimpsed two motionless feet protruding from behind a bench.

	He slowed his pace, surprised. When he leaned beyond the bench, his face contracted at the sight of Zithulele's contorted body. The assistant's eyes, wide open and bloodshot, stared into emptiness. From his nostrils and half-open mouth trickled a stream of dark red fluid.

	Khulekani remained motionless.

	Complete pupillary stasis, he thought, hemorrhaging of mucous epithelia, bluish coloration of nails, skin marbled with purplish patches. Oh, Ravenous Mother!

	He darted toward the wall, ignoring the stabbing pain in his side, and struck with a sharp punch an emergency valve embedded in the calcification.

	A deafening hiss invaded the laboratory. The ventilation membranes on the ceiling opened simultaneously, pulsing frantically while expelling contaminated air and drawing in fresh air from the auxiliary ducts.

	Breathing heavily, Khulekani felt something wet dripping from his nose. He touched his face and saw traces of blood on his fingers. He limped toward the analysis bench, took an extractor and pricked his wrist. He felt no pain, overwhelmed by the adrenaline pumping through his veins. He quickly collected a sample of his own blood and positioned it under the bioscope.

	Reddish crystals forming in his blood cells, he thought, but still in initial phase.

	"The Mother hasn't seen me," he whispered, breathing a sigh of relief. The poison was present in his system, but in minimal quantity. The exposure had been too brief and the air exchange system had done the rest. His condition, though worrying, wasn't critical.

	He looked back at Zithulele's body, while clarity gradually returned to him. The assistant had simply been unlucky, finding himself in the laboratory when the poison was released. The real target was him, Khulekani had no doubt.

	But who would dare? A suspicion burned inside him like acid.

	He glanced at the sample he had prepared, making sure it was still intact.

	If Nkosi takes Amahle away, I'll have no more chance to carry out my plan.

	He looked around apprehensively. His gaze returned to rest on Zithulele.

	"You could have done me the favor of dying in a more discreet place," he murmured to the corpse.

	With a muffled groan, he bent down and grabbed the assistant by the ankles. Pain exploded in his side, but he ignored the sensation, dragging the inert body toward a niche in the opposite wall of the laboratory. There was a Mother's Mouth, a circular opening that faced from the wall, surrounded by carneous folds of intense red that pulsed slowly.

	With an effort that made his eyes bulge, he lifted the corpse, supporting it at waist height. Sweat ran down his face as he transported Zithulele toward the opening. As soon as the body touched the Mouth, it perceived its presence: the carneous folds dilated with a shiver of anticipation, secreting a dense, translucent humor that lubricated the edges of the orifice.

	Khulekani dropped the corpse into the opening. The Mouth's lips curled, wrapping around the body, writhing in peristaltic movements, while they dragged it inside with a sucking sound and a final gurgle. A few seconds later, no trace of Zithulele remained.

	Leaning against the wall, Khulekani panted heavily, letting his tense muscles relax for a few precious seconds. The effort had drained his remaining energy.

	I need help, he realized. I'll never manage to do everything alone.

	He left the laboratory with unsteady steps, traversing the deserted corridors quickly, heading toward the lower levels. Ten minutes later, he stopped in front of the Hall of Pain. A dull, rhythmic noise came from inside, followed by a prolonged moan. He leaned against the wall for a moment, breathing deeply to alleviate the discomfort in his ribs.

	An attendant supervising the entrance recognized him and bowed. "Master Khulekani, may I help you? You seem injured."

	"Let me in," he replied curtly.

	The Hall of Pain's valve-door opened at the attendant's command. Inside, Vuyo was lying on an inclined table, his body held by pulsing muscular bands that tightened and loosened at irregular intervals. A healer was adjusting an excretory gland connected to the boy's arm.

	"Thabethe," Khulekani greeted. "How is the lesson proceeding?"

	The master of Pain turned, showing a bearded face that had never known tenderness. "As always: they learn very slowly." He addressed Vuyo brusquely. "What is the name of the bone under the metatarsal-phalangeal joint of the first toe?"

	The boy gasped, looking at the master with terrified eyes. "Seda... semaido..."

	Thabethe gave Khulekani a pleased look. "See? They always start slow." He turned a valve on the excretory gland. Vuyo screamed when a greenish liquid entered his veins.

	"You'll see that in an hour or two he'll remember the term sesamoid and will have memorized the entire anatomy of the foot. Forever," he added with professional satisfaction.

	"I'm sorry, but I have to interrupt the lesson," Khulekani said. "I need an assistant."

	Thabethe frowned. "Judging by your condition, Khulekani, you need to rest. As for the boy, he's scheduled for three more hours of intensive learning."

	"Cancel the session," Khulekani replied. "I ordered it, I can revoke it."

	The master of Pain shook his head. "With respect, Khulekani, once learning has begun it must be completed. It would be a lack of respect toward these young students who..." He stopped, noticing the silence. He turned the vesicle another quarter and the boy screamed again, then continued: "...who must learn. We can't disappoint them."

	Khulekani observed Vuyo, who looked at him with imploring eyes.

	"I think he wants to experience a strong disappointment," he said.

	"Yes!" Vuyo screamed. "I want to be disappointed! I want to be disappointed!"

	Thabethe twisted his lips in an expression of disapproval. "If we start listening to our students while administering a simple hypertonic saline solution in their veins, where will we end up? Will we ask patients how they're doing? Not while I'm alive!"

	The two masters began to negotiate, while the student watched them anxiously. Finally, they found a compromise.

	"We're in agreement," Khulekani said. "If we finish before three hours, I'll send him back here."

	Thabethe nodded. "Very well. Obviously we'll have to make use of the time that remains available, once he returns." He looked at the boy and smiled at him. "With more intense exercises."

	"As you wish," Khulekani said, with a gesture of assent.

	The master of Pain extracted the excretory gland from the boy's arm and deactivated the muscular bands, which relaxed.

	"Get up," Khulekani ordered the student. "Follow me."

	The boy jumped down from the table, hurriedly bowing to Thabethe before following Khulekani.

	"Thank you, master," he murmured when they were at a safe distance, massaging his bruised arm.

	"Don't thank me yet," Khulekani replied, limping visibly down the corridor. The wound in his ribs, despite Ayanda's care, still pulsed like a second heartbeat.

	"Do you remember where the compounds are in my laboratory?"

	"A little, master. Not as much as Zithulele, but..."

	"Zithulele is dead," Khulekani interrupted, leaving Vuyo shocked by the news. "And you're the only one available who has seen the laboratory more than once. Your memory better work perfectly. I need an assistant. A living one." He turned his head slightly toward him. "And fast. Don't think of stretching out the time to avoid the Hall of Pain. If you do, three hours will become three days."

	Vuyo swallowed visibly, increasing his pace to keep up with Khulekani, despite the master's suffering.

	"What happened to Zithulele?" Vuyo finally asked, unable to contain his curiosity.

	"Contamination accident. I had to deal with his body quickly, to avoid a biological risk. Later you'll write the emergency disposal report."

	"But I don't know how it really happened," Vuyo protested weakly. "What should I write?"

	"Make it up," Khulekani replied, with a distracted gesture. "No one ever reads those reports."

	And if no one thinks of murder, no one will come asking what I'm really doing, he thought.

	They reached the valve-door of the genetics laboratory and entered. Dragging his leg slightly, Khulekani advanced toward the southern wall. He passed over a large dark stain on the floor, the spot where Zithulele had died, bleeding from his eyes.

	"This stain," he said to Vuyo, without stopping. "Clean it later."

	The young healer nodded, skirting the stain while following the master.

	Khulekani reached a receptacle against the southern wall. He extracted a sphere from his robe pocket and handed it to Vuyo.

	"Here," he ordered, while opening the receptacle and extracting two other fluid spheres of different sizes. Their translucent surfaces pulsed weakly, revealing contents of different colors: one purplish, the other a pale yellow.

	Vuyo looked at the sphere in his hand. "What are we doing?" he asked, shaking it slightly in front of his eyes.

	"We're verifying the degeneration pattern of a fetus," the healer replied, while setting up the analysis bench. Some membranes containing Zithulele's last notes were scattered on the surface; he began studying them.

	"Prepare a synthetic muscle disc," he said, without taking his eyes off the papers. "Third drawer, caliber eight."

	The young man executed quickly, extracting from an alveolus a thin disc of synthesized muscle tissue, which vibrated slightly when he placed it on the analysis bench.

	Only partial stuff, Khulekani thought, dropping Zithulele's notes on the bench. He turned and went toward the young assistant.

	"This is a sample of amniotic fluid," Khulekani explained, taking the sphere back from Vuyo's hands and positioning it at the center of the bench. "I collected it an hour ago. These other two contain diagnostic reagents. Watch the process carefully, it could be a good opportunity to learn."

	He incised the central sphere with his nail, making a tiny hole. He let three drops of liquid flow onto the muscle disc. The tissue reacted immediately, contracting.

	"Pass me the purplish sphere," he ordered.

	Vuyo handed it to him. Khulekani repeated the operation, adding two drops of the second reagent.

	"What exactly are we looking for, master?" Vuyo asked.

	"The rate of progression of anomalies in Amahle's amniotic fluid," Khulekani replied curtly. "I want to verify if the deterioration speed is constant or accelerated."

	Vuyo's eyes widened. "Is something wrong with Amahle's pregnancy?"

	Khulekani gestured for him to be quiet. The muscle disc continued to contract rhythmically, absorbing the compounds. On its surface, striations began to form, similar to organic glyphs.

	Khulekani's eyes narrowed, focused on the signs. Then, suddenly, they widened.

	"Give me the second reagent," he said urgently.

	Vuyo handed him the yellowish sphere. Khulekani added just one drop to the center of the muscle disc.

	The reaction was immediate: the tissue writhed violently, the striations changed color from a faint red to an intense purple. To Vuyo it seemed the disc was trying to lift itself from the table, in the grip of a painful spasm.

	"What does that mean?" he asked, intimidated by the reaction.

	Khulekani didn't answer. He grabbed an extractor from a nearby tray and extracted a sample from the disc. He made it drip into a second analysis device, a fungoid with an opening similar to a mouth bristling with spines on the top.

	The fungoid emitted a bioluminescent glow and its spines began to tremble, while it processed the sample. When the light turned toward an intense red, Khulekani sneered.

	"This definitely makes the situation worse," he commented.

	"And that's good?" Vuyo asked, confused by the master's reaction.

	Without giving explanations, Khulekani headed toward a shelf and grabbed a heavy volume with thick, yellowed membranes. He leafed through it quickly, searching for a specific page.

	"Here," he finally said, pointing to a diagram. "Look at these glyphs, compare them with those that appeared on the disc."

	Vuyo approached, carefully studying both the book and the muscle disc now almost completely purple.

	"They seem... similar," he ventured.

	"They're identical," Khulekani corrected. "This won't be an isolated case."

	He approached the disc again, pointing to the darker striations. "Do you see these marks? The fetus is deformed. And this will happen with almost absolute certainty for every pregnancy that Nkosi generates. It's a malformation inscribed in his genetic heritage."

	Vuyo's eyes widened. "What can we do?"

	"For the moment, nothing," Khulekani replied, without the slightest emotional inflection. He closed the tome with a sharp gesture. "Nkosi is destined to have no heirs."

	He remained motionless for a moment, then added: "However, we can act on the current situation. Amahle will have been transferred tomorrow to the noble tower. We won't be able to reach her directly anymore."

	Khulekani headed toward a shelf at the other end of the laboratory. "Help me prepare a drug. Take an empty sphere."

	Vuyo moved to grab a normal liquid sphere from the bench, but Khulekani stopped him with a gesture.

	"No, not that one. Third shelf to your right, second row."

	The young man obeyed. He took the indicated object in his hand and observed it perplexed. It was a much more rigid and porous sphere, of larger dimensions compared to the standard ones.

	"This is for gases," he said confused. "A volatile drug?"

	Khulekani nodded slowly. While he began mixing various reagents in a mortar, he murmured to his assistant: "Do you know that drug, in its most ancient etymology, means poison?"

	Vuyo swallowed, looking at the porous sphere in his hands with renewed fear.

	

	

	In the deep of night, Khulekani moved silently, avoiding the few workers who worked at night. Arriving at the top floor of the tower, he was alone again, no restoration work was yet underway there. Knowing Nkosi, he knew that Amahle's room would be inaccessible. He didn't even intend to approach the main valve. If he had put his arm into the recognition orifice, he probably would have found it severed by some alarm system.

	Fortunately, he thought, even Amahle has to breathe.

	The problem of a completely sealed room was that it still needed air exchange. When he was younger, during the course on tower biology, Khulekani had learned basic notions about ventilation systems. From a medical point of view, he had studied how air circulated through respiratory ducts. It was common knowledge among healers that these passages represented the weak point of any security system, in whatever tower one found oneself. An architect would have known these details much more thoroughly, but as a healer Khulekani knew enough for his current purpose.

	And considering what happened to Zithulele, I'm not the only one, he thought.

	He headed toward the lateral corridor, trying to calculate the exact position of Amahle's room from the outside. The room was on the top floor, on the eastern side. After traversing the perimeter for almost half, he slowed his pace, carefully scrutinizing the organic wall. Every so often he stopped to listen, pressing an ear against the pulsing surface.

	Finally he found a bronchiole, a small respiratory duct about twenty centimeters wide that protruded slightly from the wall about three meters high. The wall at that point was warmer and vibrated in sync with a slight hiss, a sign that air was flowing inside.

	"Perfect," he murmured.

	He arranged his robe, rolling it up to his armpits to free his arms and shoulders. He slipped off his belt and tied it around his waist, securing the porous sphere to it. The wound in his side hurt, but he banished the pain from his mind, concentrating on the task.

	He began to climb, sinking his nails directly into the organic wall. At each insertion, the surface vibrated painfully and moaned, releasing small spurts of translucent fluid. His healer's nails, hard as petroclast, pierced the membrane as if they were well-sharpened daggers. He climbed quickly, ignoring the gasps and tremors of the tortured wall, despite the weight of the wound that made his entire side pulse with each movement. When he reached the bronchiole, he grabbed the slightly protruding edge, hanging suspended with his feet seeking precarious footholds.

	The duct was sealed by a semi-transparent valve that opened and closed rhythmically. Khulekani observed the mechanism for a moment, studying its pattern. The valve opened completely every four seconds, to let external air flow toward the inside of the room. Beyond that valve, he saw a second one, which closed when the first opened and vice versa. There was no way to insert something that would pass beyond the second valve.

	He tried to force the first with his fingers, but it was elastic and robust. He couldn't puncture it, otherwise the ventilation system would stop functioning correctly and although he wasn't particularly interested in Amahle, suffocating her seemed excessive to him. He continued tinkering with the first valve. Every attempt to keep it open longer only caused an increase in resistance. He stopped, breathing heavily while the stabbing pain in his side returned to make itself felt with prepotence.

	What do I do? he thought.

	He observed the valve again, noticing that it trembled slightly at each opening. It seemed to respond to a cyclical nervous impulse.

	Every reactive tissue has its own code, he thought.

	When the valve opened again, Khulekani quickly inserted a finger inside, exerting subtle pressure on the surrounding tissue. Then he removed it quickly before it closed again.

	No reaction.

	On the second attempt, he applied different pressure, this time in a slightly different point, right at the junction between the membrane and the duct tissue. The valve had a shiver.

	On the third attempt, he found the right spot: the membrane blocked at half opening, trembling as if in the grip of an epileptic crisis. Now he saw the second valve opening and closing. Khulekani knew it wouldn't last long. The system would soon restart the cycle or, worse, would trigger an alarm.

	He quickly took the porous sphere from his belt. He studied it for a moment, observing its turbid and dense content, then opened its upper valve.

	The sphere emitted a slight hiss, while the gas contained inside began to escape. Khulekani waited for the second valve to open and threw the sphere forcefully into the bronchiole. It disappeared into the darkness of the duct, rolling inward.

	Immediately after, he released the pressure on the sensitive point. The first valve resumed its normal rhythm, returning to closing and opening regularly.

	Khulekani remained hanging for a few more seconds, listening. He seemed to hear a distant thud, followed by a more intense hiss. The gas had reached the room and the sphere had broken, completely releasing its contents.

	"Done," he murmured, beginning to descend cautiously.

	Once back on the floor, he quickly recomposed himself, lowering his robe and arranging every fold with mechanical gestures. He rubbed his hands to clean them of calcification dust, then walked away with light steps, as if he were simply returning from a nocturnal walk.

	He didn't look back even once while heading toward his room, satisfied with having won.

	

	

	The next morning, three events shook the Sac with different intensity.

	The first, visible to all, was the systematic defacement of the city: every mural praising the Mhondo clan was erased in a few hours, as if it had never existed. The message was unequivocal: a clan had fallen into dishonor, enough to lose wealth and influence, but not enough to merit final humiliation—the parade through the city streets, with members chained, naked and with severed lobes, headed toward a Mother's Mouth. By midday, from the walls of the noble tower spread the news that the Mhondo had orchestrated the attack on Nkosi's son.

	The second, apparently of lesser scope but of deeper meaning for those who knew how to observe, was the tragic death of a cartographer pregnant with two months, who accidentally fell from a balcony of the heptagonal hall in the noble tower. No one could explain what a cartographer was doing in that area reserved for nobles, nor how she could have stumbled beyond the parapet without anyone being able to stop her. Even stranger was the grief manifested by noble chief Sokhulu, who ordered three days of commemoration for a simple professional without rank.

	Of the third event, only Khulekani was fully aware of it, the moment Nkosi's fist crashed into his face with the force of an earthquake.

	Fallen to the ground, Khulekani touched his face with one hand. He felt warm blood flowing between his fingers and pulsing in sync with the stabbing pain. His vision had blurred, but his mind remained lucid, clinically detached from the injury inflicted on his body.

	Complete fracture of the nasal bone with lateral dislocation of the septum, he thought frantically. The soft tissues have suffered significant tearing of sub-dermic vessels. It won't be possible to restore the original alignment without immediate surgical intervention. I'll remain disfigured.

	In front of him, Nkosi towered with fists still clenched, an imposing figure made even more menacing by the rage that inflamed his gaze. The tense muscles of his neck made the pulsing veins under his skin stand out.

	Around them, various healers in the dining hall witnessed the scene with horror mixed with morbid curiosity. No one dared intervene. When Babalwa entered the great hall, striking two sharp blows on the wall with her long vesicular staff, the spectators vanished quickly, slipping through the lateral valve-doors and leaving their meals on the tables.

	"You killed my son," Nkosi hissed through clenched teeth, once they were alone. Then, as if the dam holding back his fury had suddenly broken, he repeated shouting: "You killed my son!"

	Khulekani, still dazed, stared at him with genuine perplexity. "How did you..." he began, but stopped.

	Vuyo, he thought angrily, that damn kid has already spilled everything. I'll make him spend the rest of his adolescence in the Hall of Pain.

	He returned to saying "It was only a fetus. I don't understand what makes you so angry. Now that everyone knows you're fertile, you won't have problems..."

	Nkosi grabbed him by the collar of his healer's robe, lifting him from the ground like a sack of greenbread. Khulekani's feet dangled, barely touching the floor.

	"How could you?" Nkosi hissed, his hot breath on the healer's face. "I had given you an order."

	"You'll have another one!" Khulekani exclaimed, unable to understand the source of such fury.

	With a roar, Nkosi hurled him aside. Khulekani hit against a table, striking precisely the cracked rib and falling to the floor. Pain exploded in his side as if someone had injected acid into his nerve endings.

	Nkosi collapsed onto a fungus-chair, burying his face in his massive hands. Silence fell over the room, broken only by Khulekani's labored breathing as he tried to recover his breath.

	The healer observed him, studying his reactions. For the first time, he sensed it would be wise to hold back his observations.

	"When they reported it to me," Nkosi finally said, standing up, "my first impulse was to come here and disembowel you." He raised his head, looking at him with reddened eyes. "Then I thought of having you condemned to death. A life for a life."

	"You can't kill a healer without motivation," Khulekani said, "I'm not a pregnant cartographer you can make fall without consequences."

	Nkosi stopped suddenly, struck by that phrase. "Without motivation?" he replied. "After you killed my heir, a potential future lord of the Sac?"

	"All for life," Khulekani declared, beginning to regain his usual coldness. "He was deformed, Nkosi. I spared him pain and..."

	A kick to the chest interrupted him, forcing him back to the ground. Air escaped from his lungs.

	"You sparing pain to someone," Nkosi hissed. "That would be the first time. You disgust me!"

	Khulekani turned on his side and spat a clot of blood on the floor. Despite his vulnerable position, there was no trace of yielding in his eyes. He looked at Nkosi with the same imperturbable confidence with which he would have analyzed a tissue sample under examination.

	"Think what you want," he replied, "I'm a healer: I decide who lives and who dies based on the Protocols." He got up with difficulty, staggering slightly before regaining his balance. His gaze met Nkosi's, who towered over him by a full head. "Humanity comes before your desires, foolish noble."

	"You're right," Nkosi said coldly. "It's not convenient for me to condemn you to death. Among all professions, you healers are by far the most dangerous. Besides, I don't even need to do it." He gave a broken sigh and turned to leave. He spoke again, without turning around. "You won't be elevated, Khulekani."

	Khulekani remained motionless for a moment. "And isn't that a death sentence, Nkosi?" he said with surprisingly calm voice. "You just let the Fourth Circle carry out the sentence. Do you know what I'll take with me to the grave?"

	Nkosi, already heading for the door, shrugged. "You're healers," he replied, "you decide who lives and who dies."

	"Do you know what will end up with my corpse, inside a Mother's Mouth?"

	The noble stopped. He didn't turn around, remained listening.

	"The formula," Khulekani continued. "The fertility treatment."

	He passed the back of his hand over his broken nose, contemplating the blood with clinical detachment. "No one knows the complete formula. Ravenous Mother, apart from the two of us and your father, probably no one knows it exists! You can even have me killed," his voice became lower, almost a whisper, "but you won't have more children."

	At least not deformed ones, he thought, but avoided saying this.

	Nkosi turned slowly. His gaze was impenetrable, but Khulekani noticed the slight stiffening of his jaw and the nostrils that dilated rhythmically.

	"Are you threatening me?"

	"I'm presenting you with a mathematical reality," Khulekani replied. "My death means no future heir for the Kala. It's a simple equation."

	The two studied each other in silence, neither willing to yield.

	Without adding anything else, Nkosi left the room, followed by Babalwa. The echo of his heavy steps resounded in the corridor as he walked away. Khulekani remained alone, bleeding but unbroken, in the middle of his devastated laboratory.


12 – The Trial

	 

	Khulekani had always been a strange man in the eyes of other healers. His coldness, his obsession with the Protocols, his intellect sharp as a memberblade had made him an unloved colleague even on the best days. But now he had become a true pariah.

	As he walked down the corridor toward the classroom, he heard two young healers conversing in whispers. As soon as they saw him, they fell silent and retreated against the wall. When he entered the classroom, they looked away.

	Not that he cared. Six weeks had passed since Amahle's abortion, and Khulekani had continued his work with his usual impassivity. Mornings were devoted to lessons, afternoons and nights to the genetics laboratory. He alternated teaching Second Circle students with research on fertility treatment for the Kala clan—work that, despite everything, continued by order of the noble chief.

	"The First Protocol states?" he asked aloud, as he reached the lectern.

	The students were already all in their places, they stood to greet him and responded in unison: "All for the Mother."

	"Exactly," Khulekani confirmed, positioning himself in front of the blackboard and placing his bag on the lectern. "It's the fundamental principle of existence. Without the Mother, nothing would exist. Without our nourishment, the Mother..."

	He left the sentence hanging, observing with satisfaction the absolute silence that reigned in the classroom. The students watched him motionless, like a membrane frozen awaiting incision.

	In other circumstances, he would have had to fight to obtain such attention. Now, his presence was enough. News of what had happened with Amahle had spread through the healers' tower quickly—distorted, exaggerated, transformed into a dark legend. The healer who had dared terminate the pregnancy of a noble heir. He looked at the audience. Among the many eyes filled with fear, some stared at him with pride. Fortunately, Khulekani thought, there were still healers worthy of their name.

	But it would take time. No one sat near him in the dining hall. His laboratory assistants limited themselves to essential communications, always with their gaze fixed on the floor. Even Makhose, his only friend, kept her distance, exchanging only rare formal words when necessary.

	Khulekani had never been a sociable person, but he was beginning to feel the weight of isolation like a dense fluid seeping through his mental membranes. It wasn't pain—a concept he considered useful only as a diagnostic symptom—but a sensation of emptiness, an absence.

	That day marked the official end of his assignment as preceptor. Six weeks, four lessons per week. Twenty-four scheduled meetings, which Nkosi had skipped.

	At the end of the lesson, Khulekani methodically organized his notes. He dismissed his students with a sharp nod, watching them vanish through the valve-door.

	He was about to return to the genetics laboratory when Vuyo entered through the side valve.

	"Master Khulekani," he said, bowing.

	"Vuyo," he said, with formal tone.

	The boy stared at him with a mixture of hate and fear. Khulekani had inflicted twelve days of Hall of Pain on him, the maximum allowed by the Protocols and, within memory, no one had ever done it before. Vuyo still bore the marks of surgical cuts on his face, some would remain forever. He no longer had his right ear.

	The boy said in a monotone voice: "healer chief Ayanda requests your presence in her office. Immediately."

	Khulekani raised an eyebrow. "Punctual as Stagnation," he murmured to himself.

	Vuyo remained motionless, awaiting a response.

	"Very well," Khulekani conceded. "You may go."

	Vuyo hurried to disappear, while a nervous tic contorted his shoulder in an involuntary spasm.

	Khulekani slowly traversed the corridors toward the healer chief's office. Every healer he encountered stepped aside from his path.

	Arriving in front of the office's valve-door, he knocked three times with his knuckles.

	"Wait," ordered Ayanda's familiar voice from inside.

	Khulekani stood still, motionless, mentally counting the seconds.

	Thirty, forty, fifty...

	When he reached a minute, he turned and headed toward his laboratory.

	He had covered half the distance when the valve-door opened with an irritated hiss.

	"Khulekani!" Ayanda shouted, her voice tense with anger. "Come back immediately!"

	The healer stopped, then turned without any hurry. With measured steps, he returned toward the office, stopping a few paces from the healer chief.

	"You called for me," he said in a flat tone.

	"I told you to wait!" Ayanda hissed, her face contorted. "Are you so stupid that you don't even understand you have to wait like all subordinates?"

	Khulekani didn't respond to the provocation. He noticed the heavy headdress Ayanda wore—an elaborate structure that wrapped around her head down to her shoulders, made of meticulously chiseled vertebrae interwoven with translucent membranes. An ornament as ridiculous as the healer chief herself.

	"Can I do something for you?" he asked.

	Snorting, Ayanda gestured for him to enter.

	Khulekani entered the incredibly sparse office, waiting for the woman to pass him to go toward the desk. After a few seconds, he turned, seeing instead that Ayanda had remained at the closed valve-door, smiling at him in a decidedly unfriendly way.

	"Ayanda?" Khulekani asked, intrigued by her anomalous behavior.

	"I wanted you to be the first to see it," Ayanda said, completely satisfied.

	"See what?" he asked.

	Ayanda tried to remove her headdress, which however remained first attached to her robe, then to various locks of hair that had gotten caught in the pointed vertebrae.

	While Ayanda cursed and tried to remove the headdress, Khulekani snorted and said "You're making a fool of yourself. Will you be much longer?"

	Cursing, Ayanda bent down, dangerously risking losing her balance. Giving small pushes with her shoulders, she let the headdress slide jerkily downward. Finally, it fell to the ground with a considerable noise, taking several torn hairs with it. She straightened up, panting and looking at Khulekani with evident satisfaction.

	"There, admire," she told him.

	Khulekani spread his hands and shook his head, perplexed. "Is this a personal ritual of yours?"

	Ayanda made a surprised face, then touched her head and felt her hair all disheveled. "Oh, damn," she said, holding the locks with one hand and offering him one side of her face.

	Khulekani went from annoyed to surprised. The woman was proudly showing her earlobe, with a tiny hole in the center.

	"They..." Khulekani began to ask.

	"Yes!" Ayanda exclaimed delightedly, showing her smile again. "They elevated me! Oh, Khulekani, your plan worked!"

	Khulekani sat on one of the fungus-chairs in front of Ayanda's desk.

	The woman advanced toward him, laughing. She put a hand on his shoulder and brought her face close to his, to the point that Khulekani could smell the resin the woman had used that morning to perfume herself.

	Ayanda spoke to him with a loving, almost sensual voice. "My only regret, Khulekani," she said in a low voice, "is that I never managed to make you pay for the bastard you are." She detached herself from him and went toward her desk. "But don't worry, I'll remember you in the years to come." She stopped dreamily and corrected herself: "in the decades to come."

	"And our agreement," Khulekani asked.

	Ayanda came back down to earth. "What? Oh yes, yes of course."

	She sat down and leaned to the side, opening a desk drawer. She extracted an inscribed membrane and stood up, offering it to him.

	"Welcome to the Fourth Circle, Khulekani," she told him.

	Khulekani stiffened, then his eyes lit up with almost childlike joy. A smile slowly spread as he took the membrane from Ayanda's hands.

	"The Fourth Circle," he whispered, almost with reverence. "Finally."

	Ayanda looked at him with incredulity. "I find it truly extraordinary," she said, shaking her head, "that between the two of us, you seem the happier one. I've been elevated, Khulekani. I'll live twice as long as you would have lived. How can you trade a long life for knowledge?"

	Khulekani caressed the membrane delicately, as if it were a newborn. "These are the mental limits of normal people, Ayanda. Living long is just existing. Knowing is truly living."

	"Yes," Ayanda nodded, making a grimace, "indeed you've never been normal."

	The woman sat down again, suddenly serious. "There's something I want to ask you, now that I'm no longer your superior," she said in a flat voice. "I personally examined the blood and amniotic fluid analyses of Amahle."

	Khulekani took his eyes off the document in his hand, looking at the woman. "And so?"

	"And so I found nothing that could justify a deformed fetus."

	She leaned forward, pointing a finger at him. "I'm asking you directly, Khulekani: did you kill a healthy fetus? Did you invent the deformity story?"

	Khulekani's face hardened. He beat his chest with his hand and said "All for humanity. I would never do such a thing, Ayanda. The fetus was truly abnormal, I assure you. Perhaps your analyses weren't accurate enough."

	Ayanda studied him for a long time. Finally, she sighed.

	"Alright, I give up," she said, standing. "We'll never know for certain, I suppose."

	Khulekani stood as well, still clutching the precious membrane.

	Ayanda extended her hand. "It was a profitable deal, striking an alliance with you."

	Khulekani shook her hand, a rare gesture for a man who detested physical contact. "I'm glad you became a noble," he said.

	"Really?" Ayanda asked, surprised.

	Khulekani nodded slowly. "Finally the profession will have one less poor healer among its ranks."

	Ayanda began to laugh, almost pleased by the insult received. Khulekani turned and made to leave.

	"One last thing."

	Khulekani turned, with a raised eyebrow.

	"I might as well be the first to tell you," Ayanda continued. "The Kala have already chosen the new healer chief. I'm sorry, Khulekani."

	Khulekani arched both eyebrows.

	"They couldn't choose a healer who hates you more," Ayanda concluded with a slight smile. "At the trial, you'll have to deal with Amahle."

	The man opened his mouth, surprised. "Amahle? Are you kidding me?"

	"I'm sorry," Ayanda said, spreading her arms.

	"It's absurd!" Khulekani exclaimed. "It makes no sense! She's too young, inexperienced, has no support in the Fourth Circle."

	"That's exactly the point," Ayanda said. "Usually that's how the political game works: a strong leader, then a weak leader. After me, they needed someone easily controllable." She tilted her head, lowering her voice slightly. "And after what you did to her, Amahle is bound to Nkosi viscerally. It's obvious she'll do everything he wants, without ever objecting. A perfect puppet for the future noble chief."

	"But she's only Third Circle," Khulekani insisted. "It represents a dangerous precedent!"

	Ayanda smiled slightly. "The appointment of professional heads comes exclusively from the nobles. That they choose the healer chief from among Fourth Circle members is only a tradition, not an inviolable law." She shook her head. "I can't do anything to refuse Amahle's choice and, to be honest, even if I could, I wouldn't do anything that would put me in bad light with the Kala right now."

	She turned, giving her back to the healer, but added without looking at him: "I can still do something for you, though."

	Khulekani passed a hand over his forehead, tired. "Which would be?"

	"The votes in the Fourth Circle," Ayanda said with firm tone. "You need six votes out of six to save yourself from early Selection. Makhose will be on your side, that's obvious, and she'll probably drag Thabo with her too." She paused. "I'll make sure that Kwame and Msibu vote for your absolution. It's the last favor I can do for you."

	Khulekani nodded. "Thank you, Ayanda. This is more than our alliance provided for, I owe you a favor."

	"You'll owe me endless favors," the healer chief pointed out, raising a finger. "As a minor noble, I might have difficulty getting medical care someday. Always better to keep some roads open. But we have to see if you'll survive."

	"Amahle will certainly vote for my condemnation. Only Lindiwe remains."

	"Exactly," Ayanda confirmed. "And if I were you, I'd find something very precious to offer him. That despicable opportunist will sell his vote to the highest bidder, and the new healer chief will have much to offer to ingratiate herself with him." She turned to look at him, with an expression almost of pity. "Your survival prospects are very low, Khulekani."

	

	

	Khulekani walked away from Ayanda's office with rigid steps, traversing the tower corridors without really seeing what surrounded him, while rage consumed him.

	When he finally arrived in front of his apartment's valve-door, he stopped suddenly. Babalwa blocked the access.

	"So he decided not to wait," Khulekani said, approaching with a calm he didn't feel. "Are you here to kill me?"

	His eyes studied the guardian, evaluating survival possibilities.

	Poor, he concluded.

	The woman greeted him in the typical way of guardians, baring her teeth in a fierce grin. The serrated teeth down to the canines gleamed like polished petroclast in the corridor's half-light. Despite that animal smile, Babalwa stared at him with impassive eyes, devoid of emotion. She slipped a hand behind her back and Khulekani instinctively stepped back.

	Instead of a weapon, the woman took out a sealed membrane.

	"From the noble chief," the woman said, with a surprisingly soft voice. She offered the package with a fluid movement. "You're a very busy man, healer. I've been waiting for you all day."

	Khulekani felt the tension ease slightly. He took the package, studying the intact seals. "You could have come looking for me," he said, unable to suppress a note of irritation in his voice.

	The guardian didn't respond. She simply made an imperceptible nod and walked away with silent steps.

	Finally alone, Khulekani opened his apartment's valve-door with a brusque gesture. The membrane reacted to his irritated touch, contracting more quickly than usual. He headed toward the center of the room and sat on the bed.

	The package weighed in his hands. Khulekani passed a finger over the seal of the Kala clan and Sokhulu's personal one. He broke both with a nail. Glyphs in common language unfolded in ordered rows, in the noble chief's ungraceful handwriting.

	Khulekani read quickly, once, twice, three times. A smile, thin but authentic, slowly formed on his lips.

	

	

	The next day morning lessons were cancelled, in anticipation of Amahle's nomination as new healer chief. Shortly before the official ceremony, Khulekani presented himself in the rooms adjacent to the great hall. He had left his old robe with the blue border of the Third Circle in his apartment, wearing for the first time the one with the golden border that signaled his new position. The fabric seemed softer to him, but he told himself it was just a tactile illusion.

	The room was an oval environment with walls of a dull gray. When he entered, he found only Lindiwe, intent on devouring a bowl of marinated tubers.

	"Look who shows up," the man said, lifting his gaze from the food, with a half smile. "I was wondering if you'd show up." He indicated the border of Khulekani's robe. "You were very quick to find one."

	Khulekani looked at Lindiwe's abnormally fat body with poorly concealed disgust. As a healer, he knew well the rare medical condition of being overweight, practically unknown in the Sac, even among nobles. Seeing it before him in the figure of a healer seemed like a horrible incarnate blasphemy.

	"It's my sister's," he finally replied, touching the robe that adhered like a second skin to his body with one hand. "The advantage of having the same build. Where are the others?"

	Lindiwe indicated a side valve-door with his greasy hand. "Makhose is with Thabo, they're reviewing the ceremonial. Kwame and Msibu went to get Amahle."

	As if evoked by his words, the side valve-door opened with an irritated hiss, and Amahle entered, followed by the two Third Circle healers. When she saw Khulekani, she froze, her face a mask of pure hatred.

	"You," she hissed. "How dare you show up here?"

	"He's Fourth Circle now, dear," Lindiwe reminded her, licking his fingers with evident enjoyment of the tension that was building. "Ayanda promoted him yesterday, shortly before leaving permanently."

	"No one announced it publicly," Amahle said, advancing toward Khulekani. She was taller than him, but slender and with sunken eyes. The healer chief's robe, evidently inherited from Ayanda and not yet adapted to her, hung from her shoulders like on a coat hanger. "You're not a legitimate member."

	"On the contrary," Khulekani replied, extracting from his sleeve the appointment membrane with Ayanda's seal. "Everything perfectly documented and legal. I'm here to take my place."

	Amahle looked at the document, then turned her gaze to the others. "I don't care. I didn't authorize this appointment and I don't recognize it. There will be no public announcement."

	At that moment Makhose and Thabo entered. Makhose immediately saw her brother and held her breath.

	"Khulekani," she said cautiously, "we weren't expecting you."

	"Clearly," Khulekani said. He addressed Amahle: "healer chief, I have every right to attend the ceremony in my new Circle. Unless you want to openly challenge Ayanda's last will."

	"It will be a pleasure to do so," Amahle replied, "but not today." She addressed Kwame and Msibu. "Escort master healer Khulekani to the hall entrance. He can attend the ceremony with the other Third Circle members."

	"You can't..." Khulekani began.

	"I certainly can," Amahle interrupted. "As healer chief I decide who can stand beside me during the installation ceremony. On your way out, leave that robe."

	Khulekani felt blood pulsing in his ears. He was about to reply when he saw Makhose shoot him a warning look. With an effort, he channeled his rage and let it burn inside, without giving it voice.

	"As you wish," he finally said, unfastening the golden robe and letting it fall to the floor.

	Lindiwe began to laugh, pleasantly happy with the altercation. "Don't take it personally, Khulekani," he said. "It's just a small stumble in your social climb."

	"Small people cause small stumbles," Khulekani said, looking at Amahle. "They don't know how to do better."

	Lindiwe's satisfied laughter filled the room again.

	

	

	The two hundred healers of the Sac gathered in the great hall on the ground floor, divided by Circle, all wearing ceremonial robes. Khulekani, again with the blue border of the Third Circle, found himself in the same position he had occupied for years.

	The healers' ceremony hall was one of the most imposing environments in the entire tower. Columns of red petroclast—incredibly rare and precious material—rose from the polished floor to the ceiling, forming an almost perfectly circular perimeter. The hall extended in height for two entire floors, with a translucent dome at the center that filtered the light of glowstones into reddish rays. A balcony ran along the entire first floor, allowing dozens of First Circle students to observe what happened below, though not authorized to participate.

	Ayanda wasn't present, but for some hours it had been public knowledge that she had become a noble. No one was particularly struck by her absence: those who were Elevated quickly forgot their previous life.

	What truly amazed and generated a great buzz in the hall was when, at the center of the environment, escorted by Fourth Circle members, Amahle walked with unsteady steps.

	"A Third Circle member becoming our head?" Khulekani heard someone murmur behind him. "Something's not right."

	Khulekani nodded imperceptibly. Amahle was already making her first official mistake: once it became public knowledge, the deliberate humiliation of a Fourth Circle member would fuel doubts about her suitability for the role, doubts already ignited by her leap from Third Circle to leadership of the entire profession. The bagpipes began to play an ancient and solemn melody, making the bones of everyone present vibrate.

	Arriving at the center of the hall, the Fourth Circle members positioned themselves beside her. As the most senior member, Makhose stepped forward and cleared her voice.

	"I am deeply honored to present to our profession the new healer chief," she said with a clear voice. "May the Mother guide her hands and illuminate her intellect."

	She returned to the ranks and yielded the floor to Amahle.

	The woman was visibly worn; the drug Khulekani had administered wasn't as free of side effects as he had imagined. Her face showed signs of fatigue, deep circles ringed her eyes, and her curved shoulders betrayed an invisible weight.

	As if she had sensed his thoughts, Amahle looked toward the Third Circle healers and saw him. She pointed a finger at him and with unexpectedly loud voice said: "Khulekani, as former preceptor of noble Nkosi, you have betrayed the profession. You will be stripped of your robe and will be transferred to the underground rooms until the beginning of the trial. After that, you will be condemned to early Selection."

	Around Khulekani, the other healers stepped back, as if he had been struck by a mortal disease.

	In a certain sense, he thought, that's exactly right.

	The healer raised his arms in surrender. Then, without saying anything, he walked away, heading toward one of the exits, while the murmur increased and the ritual litanies resumed. Two attendants emerged from the sides of the hall, positioning themselves beside him. Having left the hall, they proceeded down a well-lit corridor decorated with painted membranes depicting famous healers of the past. A few meters later, Khulekani suddenly stopped.

	"healer," one of the two said, "we must..."

	"Master healer," he corrected.

	The attendant sighed. "Master healer, we must proceed."

	"We're going there," he said, indicating a door along the corridor. "To the apprentices' library."

	The two attendants were taken aback. The other man said: "Master healer, you're not allowed to read books now. If you won't come with us of your own free will, we're authorized to use force."

	Khulekani made a mocking chuckle and turned toward them, sizing them up. Though shorter, he was more muscular and well-fed than the two attendants. He raised a hand showing it palm-down, moving his fingers quickly. Then he ran his red nails over one of the painted membranes, the portrait of an ancient healer chief. He left five deep grooves, tearing away the eyes and part of the face. The two attendants swallowed.

	"I'll follow you," Khulekani said, "but not immediately. Now we're going."

	All three headed toward the library, Khulekani in front and the other two seeming like his honor guard. Once inside, Khulekani entered one of the alcoves, which was obviously deserted, sitting comfortably on a soft growth, spreading his arms on the armrests.

	He gestured to one of the attendants and told him: "Go outside and wait for the ceremony to finish. Then approach Makhose and tell her to come here."

	The man was still hesitant and Khulekani snorted: "May the Mother devour you, if I had wanted to escape or kill you I would have already done it! Now move."

	The man nodded and ran away, while Khulekani closed his eyes.

	"What do I do?" the other asked.

	Khulekani sighed and said: "Stay still and silent. I want to meditate."

	An hour later, Makhose appeared at the alcove entrance accompanied by the second attendant, surprised to find Khulekani there.

	Khulekani gestured to the two men. "Leave us alone."

	The attendants looked at Makhose, who nodded and the two left. Sitting on the other side of the alcove, Makhose smoothed the ceremonial robe she still wore, looking at the healer with suspicion.

	"What do you want?" she asked him.

	Khulekani raised his palms. "Help, it seems obvious," he sat up and brought his torso closer to Makhose, reducing the distance between them. "I want you to absolve me."

	Makhose slowly shook her head, her face drawn with worry. "What you're asking is impossible. You've systematically burned bridges, Khulekani. I might even vote in your favor and I'm sure Thabo would do the same. But why should I? No one else will help you and after what you did to Amahle, she'll never vote to absolve you." She paused and looked aside, to avoid seeing Khulekani in the eyes.

	"Do you also believe I acted wrongly?" Khulekani asked. "We couldn't allow ourselves to have a deformed future noble chief."

	"He would have died earlier, you know that well," Makhose said. "But no, I don't think you were wrong." She instinctively brought her hand to her belly, even though months had passed since she gave birth. She continued: "You were right, the pregnancy couldn't continue. But Khulekani, how can you treat people like this? You don't know what diplomacy is, what kindness is."

	"No Protocol begins by saying All for kindness," Khulekani replied.

	Makhose sighed, saying: "Exactly. If something isn't inside a Protocol, it doesn't exist for you." She stood up and said: "I'll see you at the hearing."

	"Sit down," Khulekani said, pointing with a finger to the place where she had been sitting before.

	Makhose frowned. "Are you giving me orders? You may be Fourth Circle now, but I'm still the most senior member."

	"Sit down," Khulekani replied, with flat but decisive voice. "You've already tried to kill me twice. I won't let you try a third time."

	Makhose paled, speechless.

	"Sit down," Khulekani repeated for the third time, with hard tone.

	The woman did as ordered and said "I don't know what you're talking about."

	Khulekani settled himself better on the saddle-shaped growth, observing his sister with interest. "You made a first attempt by poisoning my food. Esophobic toxins are lethal, but too specific."

	"Half the healers in the Sac know them," Makhose retorted.

	"True. But then there was Zithulele's accident." Khulekani's eyes narrowed to slits. "My assistant died after I told you I had struck an alliance with Ayanda, to have her elevated in my place. I'm alive by miracle: if I hadn't gone out to visit Amahle and take a sample from her, I would have died too."

	Makhose tried to maintain an impassive face, but looked away. Her hands, almost imperceptibly, clawed at her robe.

	"I know well why you did it," he continued. "Resentment. Revenge. You're furious because first they preferred to elevate me, then Ayanda. You think I deprived you of the chance to see your son grow up. It's understandable, but irrational. You weren't elevated because you're mediocre, sister."

	Makhose didn't move a muscle. Her gaze was still fixed in emptiness, but tension clenched her jaw and made her nostrils quiver. When she looked back at Khulekani, her eyes were bright and her lips tense in a hard line.

	"You're an idiot," she said with a cracked voice, between anger and tears. "Do you really think I would have tried to kill my brother for such a selfish reason?"

	Khulekani arched an eyebrow, genuinely surprised. "Then why?"

	"Do you know why you hadn't entered the Fourth Circle yet?"

	"Well, many people were envious and..." he stopped, with a flash of understanding. "You?"

	Makhose arched her lips, tears began running down her cheeks.

	"Why?" Khulekani whispered.

	"Because you're crazy," Makhose moaned. "I love you, Khulekani, but you're completely insane. You're not a human being... you have no feelings. You only think about yourself and learning and you think you're better than everyone."

	I am, Khulekani thought instinctively.

	His sister sniffled, passing the back of a hand over her eyes. "You have no idea what awaits you," she continued. "Do you think you're clever? That entering the Fourth Circle is truly desirable? Oh, Khulekani..."

	Khulekani arched an eyebrow. "Is that why you tried to kill me? To spare me the pain of some uncomfortable discovery? And I'm the crazy one?"

	"I didn't do it for you." Makhose's voice trembled. "I know you better than anyone. When you learn certain things..." She swallowed, visibly anguished. "you'll become dangerous."

	There was a moment of silence. Makhose tried to compose herself, while Khulekani stared at her, unable to find something to say.

	"Have they already chosen your son's name?" he finally asked, completely changing the subject.

	Though surprised by the question, Makhose shook her head. "He's had a lung infection for several weeks. The father fears he might die and thinks it brings bad luck to give him a name already."

	Khulekani began to laugh. "What a rational mind!"

	"I just told you your nephew is sick and you find it amusing," Makhose snapped, anger again visible on her face. "You're probably the most brilliant healer the Sac has seen in the last centuries, but you're also one of the worst human beings."

	She stood slowly, composing herself. "I'll make you a proposal. I'll help you survive the trial, if possible, but you'll have to promise me—no, you'll have to make an Akhenasi—that you'll never read a report that's in the Final Library. Enter the Fourth Circle, enjoy all the knowledge you want, except one."

	Khulekani emitted another brief laugh, devoid of warmth. "An Akhenasi? Lately, quite a few people have been proposing them to me. No, thank you. I don't want any debt."

	"Then I'll vote for your condemnation," Makhose said with sad tone. "I'm sorry, Khulekani. I can't take this risk."

	Khulekani stared at Makhose with penetrating gaze.

	"You know, I had never thought about who your son's father might be," he said with measured voice. "But after Zithulele's death, when I began to suspect you, I investigated." He leaned forward. "The Mhondo clan. A strategic choice, but dangerous. If he survives, your son will be much more than a minor noble, congratulations."

	"I don't like your tone of voice," Makhose said, looking at him fearfully.

	Khulekani lowered his voice. "It would be enough for me to say you were my accomplice in Amahle's abortion, that you gave me access to the sealed room. And that you did it on orders from your son's father. These days, having ties with the Mhondo is very, very dangerous. The Kala wouldn't think twice about going after them again. But this time more definitively." His eyes gleamed in the alcove's half-light. "You and your son would be selected before you could even protest your innocence."

	Makhose's face lost all color. "You wouldn't do it."

	"Why not?" Khulekani asked, tilting his head slightly. "You tried to kill me twice, I'm just defending myself."

	Makhose trembled. Anger, disgust and fear mixed on her face in a tormented expression.

	"If I could," she finally said, with a broken voice, "I would kill you a thousand times."

	Khulekani stood and approached her. "Will you vote in my favor?"

	Makhose nodded, crying.

	"And Thabo," Khulekani continued, "I want his vote too."

	His sister looked him in the eyes, without any solidarity. She nodded yes.

	"Excellent," Khulekani smiled.

	 


13 – The Revelation

	 

	Khulekani dragged his feet across the floor, slowed by the petroclast chains that bound his wrists and ankles. A week of imprisonment in the underground rooms had weakened him physically more than he had anticipated. The attendants at his sides, men far better fed and motivated than the two he had manipulated before the trial, had deliberately reduced his food rations, deprived him of sleep, and denied him access to any source of intellectual stimulation.

	Fuck them, Khulekani thought.

	His body might be debilitated, but his mind remained sharp as a memberblade. When the attendants pushed him through the valve-door of the Council room, on the top floor of the tower, a tomblike silence fell.

	The room was a heptagon, with a podium for each member of the Fourth Circle, for the healer chief, and one side for the person to be judged, where Khulekani was brought.

	The first thing the healer noticed was Amahle's face, seated in the highest chair. The woman seemed to have aged ten years. The dark circles under her eyes had deepened, her cheeks were hollow, and a network of fine wrinkles had formed at the corners of her mouth. She seemed to have twice her twenty-two years.

	He let his gaze sweep over the other members of the Fourth Circle. Makhose, whose face betrayed a sleepless night.

	Thabo, with downcast eyes, unable to meet his gaze.

	Kwame and Msibu, Ayanda's two faithful followers who soon, if they hadn't already, would align themselves with the new healer chief.

	And finally fat Lindiwe, who stared at him with curiosity.

	Amahle rose from her seat. "The trial begins," she announced, ignoring the ritual formalities that should have opened such a proceeding. "Khulekani, healer of the Third Circle, you are accused of violating the Third Protocol by sharing reserved medical knowledge with a noble. You have dishonored the profession with your actions. Now we vote for..."

	"Objection," Khulekani said calmly.

	Amahle stopped, caught by surprise. "What?"

	"Objection," Khulekani repeated, louder. "You can dream I'm Third Circle all you want, healer chief, but I was officially promoted to the Fourth Circle by Ayanda's order." He looked at the other healers seated. "And as your peer, I have the right to contest the accusation before it's put to vote."

	A slight murmur ran through the room. Makhose glanced at Amahle, who seemed to hesitate.

	"It's his right to speak," Makhose intervened, with a subdued but clear voice.

	Amahle pressed her lips together. "Very well. Spit your poison as much as you want, it won't change your fate."

	"Thank you for your generosity," Khulekani replied, calm. "First, I'd like to clarify that I don't deny any of the actions I'm accused of. I did indeed share medical knowledge with noble Nkosi. Among other things, he proved to be a better student than many of our First Circle healers."

	Amahle gasped indignantly, but Khulekani raised a hand, making the chains tinkle.

	"Context is everything. My actions not only don't violate the Protocols, they support them in their entirety."

	He cleared his throat, looking directly into the eyes of each Fourth Circle member, one after another.

	"I was tasked with training Nkosi, future noble chief. A task I didn't ask for, but which was imposed on me. During this period, I discovered that noble Nkosi suffered from a particular medical condition that compromised his fertility."

	He turned toward Amahle. "I developed a treatment," he continued, "a formula that can circumvent the problem. It allowed Nkosi to conceive a child with you."

	Everyone turned to look at Amahle. The woman's eyes widened. Her neck tensed, veins pulsing, as if the words had lodged in her throat.

	Lindiwe gave her a half smile. "Apparently Khulekani has the nasty habit of performing medical procedures on you without your knowledge, my dear."

	"Bastard!" Amahle exploded with a broken voice, looking at the accused. She began to cough, bringing her hands to her face while her breath broke in her chest.

	Khulekani paid no attention to the insult. He continued, "I'm illustrating a paradox. You accuse me of violating the Third Protocol by sharing medical knowledge. But the same Protocol says that knowledge must be preserved."

	He looked around, satisfied to see curiosity on the faces of the Fourth Circle members.

	"I'm the only one who knows the treatment formula. If you condemn me for violating the Protocol, you yourselves violate the Protocol by not preserving this knowledge. By logical extension, you should condemn yourselves to Selection as well."

	Thabo shook his head. "That's risky reasoning," he said. "It would create a vicious circle: anyone who discovered something new would keep it to themselves, remaining unpunishable for life for anything."

	"We could always torture you," Lindiwe intervened. "Master Thabethe would be delighted to extract every secret from you."

	Khulekani laughed, an authentic laugh. "We live in pain from the First Circle," he said. "If you think the Hall of Pain can break me, be my guest. But you'll never know if I've truly given you the formula... or just something that looks very much like it."

	He touched his forehead with a finger. "In here I only have the part developed so far. An imperfect formula: as you've seen, the fetus developed deformed. There's still work to do."

	He gave a sly smile. "But if you think there's someone more competent than me in genetics..."

	Amahle closed her eyes and bowed her head in her hands.

	Khulekani then turned toward Lindiwe.

	"If you allow me to live," he said with formal tone, "I'll gladly share my formula with you. A trusted member of the Fourth Circle should be custodian of such knowledge, don't you think?"

	Lindiwe's eyes lit up with greed. He moistened his lips.

	"And there's another thing to consider."

	Khulekani slowly raised his hands in front of him, a peaceful gesture directed at the attendants. Only when he saw that no one moved did he lower his hands and let a sealed membrane slide out of his sleeve.

	"This," he said with calm voice, "is a personal letter from noble chief Sokhulu. May I?"

	Instead of Amahle, who was still lost in her grief, Makhose gestured for him to proceed. Khulekani unfolded the membrane.

	"Noble Sokhulu warmly urges the Fourth Circle to spare my life," he paraphrased. "He can't order you to, naturally, but a request from the noble chief himself carries weight."

	He directed his gaze straight at Amahle. "It was he and Nkosi who made you healer chief. Let's not beat around the bush, it's rather obvious."

	He saw with satisfaction Kwame and Msibu smile at those words.

	No, they're not her lackeys yet, Khulekani thought.

	He continued, "If you ever want to conceive another child with Nkosi, you'll need my formula. Sokhulu put you in this position because he holds you in regard, Amahle. You're the hope of the Kala clan."

	And their puppet, he thought, but had the wisdom not to say it.

	Amahle reopened her eyes, looking at Khulekani.

	"You're a little man," she hissed. "You deserve death."

	"Perhaps," Khulekani said, shrugging. "But as long as I'm useful, I dodge it still."

	Amahle stared at him, with contracted face and white knuckles as she gripped the edges of the podium. She lowered her gaze to the noble chief's letter, which Khulekani held in his hand. She pointed to it, gesturing to one of the attendants. Khulekani let them take it from his hands and offer it to the healer chief. Amahle read the letter several times, then looked at the faces of the other Fourth Circle members. They were all watching her, waiting for her decision. Her position, her future offspring, perhaps her very life depended on maintaining the Kala's support. When she raised her head again, the anger in her eyes had been replaced by bitter resignation.

	"I put to vote the motion of grace for healer Khulekani," she said with flat voice. "I, healer chief Amahle, vote for absolution."

	Khulekani maintained a solemn expression, looking to his right.

	Kwame and Msibu, as expected, raised their hands almost in unison. "We vote for absolution," they said, like an echo.

	Even Lindiwe didn't hesitate an instant. "I vote for absolution," he announced with emphasis.

	Everyone turned to look at Makhose and Thabo.

	The woman remained silent longer. Her eyes studied Khulekani, with sad resignation.

	"I vote for absolution," she finally said, with barely audible voice.

	Thabo, the last to vote, looked at Makhose and nodded. "Absolution."

	Inside himself, while the attendants loosened his chains, Khulekani sighed.

	

	

	Khulekani and Makhose walked in silence down the long corridor in half-light of the Final Library. Their steps echoed with a dry, alien ticking, completely different from the soft whisper they were accustomed to. Looking down, Khulekani saw that the floor wasn't the usual pulsing organic surface, but a mosaic of petroclast, with perfectly cut and fitted slabs that formed a precise geometric design.

	The corridor gradually widened, until it opened into a triangular room. They both stopped on the threshold.

	It was as if they had entered a completely different world. The walls, the ceiling, every surface was covered with polished black petroclast, cut and polished to create perfect, angular geometry. There was no trace of fabrics, membranes, exudates. It was a dead, inert room, something that made one sick just looking at it.

	A few niches carved in the walls housed thin bioluminescent filaments that emitted a cold, bluish light, just enough not to make them stumble. The lighting created sharp, unnatural shadows.

	At the center of the room, on a raised platform reachable by a ramp of calcified steps, stood a lectern. Above it rested a single tome.

	Khulekani approached with accelerated pace, climbing the steps two at a time. When he reached the lectern and saw the book before him, his eyes lit up with pure, childlike joy.

	"You're still in time," Makhose said behind him. Her voice echoed in the room.

	Khulekani didn't turn around, continuing to stare at the tome with adoration.

	"We could go back to being a family," the woman continued, also climbing the steps. "You could teach your nephew wonderful things, guide him, be part of his life. You won, Khulekani. You beat everyone. Even me. You can stop here."

	Khulekani raised a hand over the tome, without touching it. His fingers moved slowly, as if to caress it from above. "The last time I spoke with Ayanda," he said, "she asked me if I had altered Amahle's fetal analyses, to make it seem deformed."

	Makhose looked at him, confused by his tone.

	Khulekani continued, "I didn't do it, obviously. All for life. I could never have terminated a fetus that had the chance to have a long and healthy life." He turned to look at his sister. "I acted directly on Nkosi, instead."

	Makhose's face paled.

	"My treatment helped Amahle and other women be more receptive, yes. But it also altered Nkosi's genetic heritage, when he had sex with them. Every child he conceives will be inevitably monstrous. In the end, I gave him what he wanted. I didn't lie about the fetus—I simply acted upstream."

	"Why..." Makhose whispered, bringing a hand to her mouth. "Why are you telling me this now?"

	Khulekani's eyes shone with feverish light. "I sacrificed everything to get here. Do you really think I'd give up the final knowledge to play the good uncle with your son?"

	He turned again toward the tome and said, with cutting voice, "Go away and leave me alone now. I want to read."

	Makhose looked at him for a long time. Disgust, pity and final resignation mixed on her face.

	"Goodbye, brother," she finally whispered, turning and descending the steps.

	Khulekani heard her steps moving away down the petroclast corridor, until silence returned absolute in the triangular room.

	Only then did he place his hands on the tome. The membranes that bound it were incredibly thick and of a black so deep it seemed to absorb the room's little light. There were no glyphs on the cover, no decoration, only that smooth, menacing surface.

	With hands trembling from excitement, Khulekani opened the cover. He brought his face close to the pages, beginning to read them in the half-light.

	The first contained demographic data, population statistics, graphs of births and deaths. At first he nodded, recognizing various analyses. But page after page, the analyses began to be more detailed than he had ever seen before. The truth began to emerge like poison spreading through veins.

	"No," Khulekani whispered, frantically turning pages.

	The data shown became ruthless in their incredible simplicity.

	His beloved Protocols fell one after another, too quickly for him to rationalize it. A spasm crossed his face. Only the Fourth Protocol remained.

	"No," he exclaimed loudly, continuing to feverishly leaf through the tome.

	All for mercy.

	Khulekani collapsed on the petroclast floor, holding the book in his hands. He continued reading to the last page, where there was a brief annotation. A single sentence. He brought a hand to his chest and sank his crimson nails into it, piercing the flesh. Blood began to flow.

	"No!" His scream echoed in the dead room, bouncing off the stone walls like an endless lament.

	"NO!"

	 

	 

	END
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GLOSSARY

	 

	Entries are listed alphabetically and include only elements present in the novella.

	

	

	 

	Akhenasi: Sacred and binding pact founded on the principle of disproportionate debt. When someone receives help in a moment of desperate need, they contract an obligation to return a much larger favor in the future, with no time limit. Refusing to honor an Akhenasi is considered the worst infamy.

	 

	Architects: Members of a profession that manipulates the organic growth of living structures. Recognizable by their tattooed foreheads, they "cultivate" buildings through glandular stimulation techniques and tissue grafts. They possess their own tower in the city.

	 

	Bioscope: Analysis instrument used by healers to examine biological samples, composed of observational membranes that can be adjusted to magnify and study details.

	 

	Bluebark: Precious textile material derived from the Mother's internal membranes, of deep indigo-blue color with iridescent filaments. Extremely expensive, it is reserved for high-ranking nobles.

	 

	Cartographers: Members of a profession that studies the Sac's membranes. Recognizable by their white and gray clothes and elaborate crests adorned with colored ribbons. They use a system of personal glyphs considered incoherent by others.

	 

	Circles: Internal hierarchy system within the healer profession. From First Circle (novices) to Fourth Circle (masters), it organizes healers according to competence and seniority. The Fourth Circle forms the profession's decision-making council and has access to the most secret knowledge.

	 

	Crimson nails: Distinctive characteristic of healers, whose nails are pigmented red through symbiosis with organic receptors. Extremely hard and sharp, they require three years of pain to develop completely.

	 

	Dermaloid: Large red-violet organism used for surgical training, with consistency identical to human skin. Equipped with defense mechanisms that can make it dangerous if handled improperly.

	 

	Elevation: Extremely rare ceremonial process by which a member of a profession can be elevated to the rank of minor noble. It involves piercing the earlobes and exemption from Selection.

	 

	Extractor: Medical instrument composed of a translucent spine connected to a pulsing vesicle. Used to draw blood or other bodily fluids. Causes intense pain during use but is very effective.

	 

	Fungus-chair: Living furniture that grows from the floor, shaped to adapt to the body of whoever sits on it. Reacts to weight by modifying its own consistency to ensure comfort.

	 

	Glowstones: Bioluminescent formations embedded in the Sac's vault that regulate the illumination of the entire environment, creating day-night alternation.

	 

	Glyphs: Symbolic writing system used by the professions. Each profession has its own glyph language, kept secret. Healer glyphs are considered the most perfect system: organized into 36 major glyphs from which derive at least 216 minor glyphs, each sign has precise and immutable meaning over time, ensuring that every healer reads texts the same way regardless of era. Cartographer glyphs are notoriously chaotic and incoherent—they even use personal glyphs. Noble glyphs are inaccessible to profession members. Common glyphs are used for general communications and public documents.

	 

	Graft: Medical procedure in which nutritive or therapeutic tissue is transplanted into a host organism. Requires great precision to avoid rejection.

	 

	Greater Analgesic Vesicle: Medical organism used to alleviate pain during invasive surgical operations. Part of the healers' therapeutic arsenal.

	 

	Greater Membrane: Vast organic structure that forms the Sac's primary anatomy. Hundreds of meters tall, it filters glowstone light and defines the boundaries of the known world.

	 

	Guardians: Members of a profession dedicated to maintaining order. Recognizable by their serrated teeth and glyphs inlaid on the teeth themselves. They carry knotty staffs and pectorals as standard equipment.

	 

	Hall of Pain: Medical torture chamber used for "intensive teachings." Directed by master Thabethe, it uses chemicals and instruments to inflict controlled pain for educational purposes.

	 

	Healers: Medical profession characterized by nails colored crimson. Organized into four Circles, they follow the Four Protocols as fundamental principles. Experts in medicine, surgery, and genetics.

	 

	Ichor: Bodily fluid of various colors (purplish, bluish) that flows from wounded or decomposing organisms. It has corrosive properties and can be toxic.

	 

	Membrane-blackboard: Living educational surface used in classrooms, which can be inscribed with stilettos for writing. It possesses an orifice that, if stimulated correctly, allows erasing incisions by making wounds heal.

	 

	Membrane-windows: Translucent and pulsing openings in walls that serve as windows. They can open and close, and have defense mechanisms that make them lethal if deliberately damaged.

	 

	Memberblade: Living surgical instrument that appears as a translucent organic blade. Can vibrate and change color when annoyed. Very sharp but sensitive to heat and inappropriate touch.

	 

	Membrid: Sewer creature the size of a fist, with translucent exoskeleton and thread-like legs. Can hibernate for decades. Extremely sensitive to certain chemical compounds that kill it violently.

	 

	Mother: The enormous living organism within which all humans of the Sac exist. Considered a deity, it requires human sacrifices (Selection) in exchange for hospitality and nourishment.

	 

	Mother's Mouths: Circular openings in walls, surrounded by red carneous folds that pulse. They serve to dispose of organic waste, including corpses. They react to the presence of organic matter by dilating and aspirating with peristaltic movements.

	 

	Neurovegetative Polyp-fungus: Medical organism used to treat lower limb paralysis. One of many symbiotic organisms cultivated in the healers' greenhouse.

	 

	Nkosi: Son of noble chief Sokhulu and his designated heir. Tall and muscular, he is the last survivor of a brood of nineteen children. Affected by genetic infertility, he becomes Khulekani's student.

	 

	Noble chief: Supreme authority of the Sac. Sokhulu of the Kala clan is the current noble chief, recognizable by earlobes divided into thin strips. He has absolute power of life and death over all inhabitants.

	 

	Petroclast: Calcified organic material of extreme hardness, available in different colors (gray, black, translucent). Used to create tools, weapons, and structures. petroclast blades are almost indestructible.

	 

	Pierced Lobes: Distinctive sign of nobles, consisting of elaborate ear piercings. The more complex the piercings, the higher the rank. Nobles of the highest level have lobes divided into thin strips like fringes.

	 

	Protocols: The four fundamental principles that govern every aspect of healers' lives.

	
		First Protocol - All for the Mother: The Mother has absolute priority over every other consideration. It is the fundamental basis of all medical knowledge and society itself.

		Second Protocol - All for humanity: Humanity must prosper, but only in its purest and healthiest form. It justifies the merciful elimination of compromised births and malformations. Includes the principle that "a healthy mind dwells in a healthy body."

		Third Protocol - All for knowledge: Prescribes the preservation and transmission of medical knowledge, but also its protection from those unworthy of possessing it. Violating this protocol by sharing knowledge with non-healers is punishable by early Selection.

		Fourth Protocol - All for mercy: The mercy necessary when there is no more hope. The most enigmatic and controversial of the Protocols, whose true meaning is revealed only to Fourth Circle members.



	 

	Ritual Orgies: Mating ceremonies organized by nobles for procreation. Alternated between only noble men with women of the professions and only noble women with men of the professions, to avoid incest.

	 

	Sac: The term by which inhabitants refer to their world, it is a biological pocket within the Mother's body. The Sac includes the main city, peripheral areas, the Greater Membrane, and the underlying sewer system. Limited by the upper vault and membranous walls on all sides, the Sac is a totally closed environment, with its own self-sufficient ecosystem, illumination cycles regulated by glowstones, and a circulation system for fluids and gases. The inhabitants have no awareness of what exists outside the Sac.

	 

	Selection: Sacrificial ritual in which people are offered to the Mother once they reach the predetermined age (traditionally 40 years for commoners and profession members). Nobles are exempt from Selection, able to live until natural death. Some people offer themselves voluntarily before their time, overcome by religious fervor or desperation.

	 

	Sphere: Spherical organic container for liquids, with elastic membrane that can be opened to suck the contents. Used for food, drinks, and medicines.

	 

	Stiletto: Thin, sharp petroclast instrument used for precise incisions on membranes and living tissues.

	 

	Tower: Multi-story building destined for professions and nobles. Unlike common dwellings, which grow organically from the Sac's floor, towers are complex structures that require the coordinated intervention of many architects. Inside some towers, living tissues are particularly reactive and sensitive, with biological security systems that respond to intruders. Healers' tower: Pyramidal building that houses the medical profession. It contains classrooms, laboratories, greenhouses, lodgings, and the library. Organized on multiple floors with biological security systems. Noble tower: The most imposing of towers, with six floors and a conical dome. Seat of political power and residence of the noble chief and his family.

	 

	Tubers: Plant organisms cultivated as food, of various shapes and colors. They constitute part of the basic diet along with other organic products.

	 

	Valve-door: Organic opening that functions as a door, composed of membranous flaps that open in response to specific stimuli. Can recognize the identity of whoever seeks to pass through it.

	 

	Vault: The upper part of the Sac environment, a curved surface studded with glowstones that represents the "sky" for the inhabitants.

	 

	Viscivein: Elongated, limbless aquatic creature, used to extract medicinal enzymes. Very sensitive and can become aggressive if handled incorrectly.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


I PROPOSE AN AKHENASI

	 

	There you are!

	I don't have much time left. The guardians are hunting me. The noble chief did not take kindly to this heretical novella. I hope you found in the glyphs of these membranes, a spark of emotion! 

	But now, I must ask for your help. I propose an Akhenasi to you.

	A small favor in desperation,

	 A great debt without expiration.

	If you enjoyed what you read, [Inscribe your judgment on a membrane-sc