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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.

	 

	→ Initiate  

	→ Apprentice  

	→ Artist  

	→ Glossary  

	→ What is happening at the Healers’ Tower?

	→ Meanwhile, at the Last Fort…

	 


INITIATE

	 

	“Kawe,” said Kutha, pointing at the first girl.  Then he aimed his finger at the second.  “Kamva.  From now ON, these are your names.  Forget your past, who you were, and where you lived.  I am now your uncle.” He grinned, the movement twisting the scars on his cheeks.  “Disobey, and I'll kill you with my bare hands.  Clear?”

	Both girls nodded.

	Kutha scratched his stubbled chin, studying them closely.  “You looked younger at the auction.  How old are you?”

	“Twelve,” replied Kawe, looking down.

	The man grunted, lifted his head, and shouted at the auctioneer.  “They’re old!  You told me they were ready for the Selection if no one took them.”

	From atop the stage, the auctioneer observed the remaining children, glanced at Kutha, and proclaimed, “By order of noble chief Sokhulu of clan Kala, this merciful auction is closed.  The claimed will follow their new aunts and uncles.” He gestured toward the guardians, who began dragging the other children away.

	Kutha clenched his jaw.  “Hey, I asked you a question, bastard.” He spat on the ground, turned back to the girls, and, after a moment, snorted.  “At least you're twins.  That will bring me luck.  May the Mother not see me.  I’ll need it.”

	Kamva stared at the wailing children as they were being dragged off.  She swallowed and edged closer to Kawe.

	“Where are they going?” she whispered.

	“To die,” answered Kutha. “Not you.  For now.  Follow me.”

	He turned and walked away.  The twins exchanged glances, and Kawe squeezed her sister's hand.

	“We will live,” she whispered.

	They crossed the central district, where buildings rose three and sometimes even four stories high.  Murals covered the facades: faces of nobles, scenes of daily life, stylized men and women.  Some slowly shifted in color, creating surreal and unsettling effects.

	Kutha drew hostile glances and returned them with hate-filled stares.  Some people touched their cheeks, tapping them with a finger.

	 “Yes, I have the scars!” he yelled.  “And that one over there, we made it!  You should be grateful!” he added, pointing to a mural.

	When they passed a street, the difference was stark.  Here, the buildings had opaque, membrane-covered windows, the calcifications at the edges cracked, and the air hung heavy with a pungent odor.  People kept staring at Kutha, murmuring.

	They continued walking. The smell of decomposition grew overpowering.  The walls were withered, coated in growths that oozed fluids.

	Kutha stopped before a two-story structure wedged between two equally run-down buildings.

	“Home,” he said, opening the valve-door.

	The ground floor was a single room: a bed, an unlit heatfungus, and a crooked table sprouting directly from the floor. A calcified tissue-formed staircase led to a loft. Every surface was cluttered with instruments, jars, and membranes in various stages of processing. The smell, though intense, was different now, a blend of pigments, organic fluids, and fresh membranes.

	 “You sleep up there,” Kutha said, pointing to the loft.  “My laboratory is ac.  Touch anything without permission, and I'll rip your fingers off.”

	He moved to the table and swept the instruments and membranes to the floor, searching for something.  He grabbed a sphere of fluid, lifted it to his mouth, sucked out the contents, and belched.  The sharp scent of winefluid filled the room.

	“Starting tomorrow, you'll train,” he announced, his voice slurred.  “You’ll become artists.”

	The twins climbed up to the loft.  The bed of dried membranes was large enough for both of them.  They sat together, holding each other close.

	“What does an artist do?” Kawe dared to ask.

	Kutha snorted, irritated, but his eyes flickered with a hint of pride.

	“We create beauty,” he said.  “We manipulate living membranes, extract colors from glands, shape the Mother’s tissues into something that strikes both the eye and the heart.”

	He lifted the sphere again, sucking down the last of the winefluid.  Staggering, he gripped the table.

	“I need luck,” he muttered, his eyes clouding.

	The following day, the three of them ate on the floor.  Kutha had warmed a few pieces of dry green bread and set out a bowl of fluid.  He drank most of the bowl himself, leaving the rest for the twins, who began eating and jostling for food.

	“Careful with the bowl,” warned the artist.  “Don’t break it.  It’s the only one I have.  You’re like two savages.  Didn’t your parents ever feed you?”

	Kawe stopped eating, and her sister seized the opportunity to grab the bowl and gulp down the contents.

	“Our parents gave us plenty of food,” she told him, her voice edged with irritation.  “And we each had our bowl.”

	Kutha shrugged.  “Well, now your parents are dead.  And this” he leaned over and snatched the bowl from Kamva, “is the only one we have.  Don’t play with it.”

	A while later, they left the house.  A humid, salty wind hit them, carried by the currents rising along the Greater Membrane of the Sac.  Kawe glanced upward.  The Vault loomed far above, hundreds of meters overhead.  Its protuberances twisted together in jagged shapes, barely visible in the dim light and warped by the trembling air.

	Kawe walked with confidence, her jaw clenched.  The wind tousled her curly hair, but she didn’t care.  Beside her, Kamva wrapped her tattered cloak tighter around herself, shivering.  Occasionally, she cast an uncertain glance at her sister, seeking reassurance.

	“It’ll be cold today,” muttered Kutha, lifting his collar.  “Those damn cartographers said the wind wouldn’t arrive for another two weeks.  They’re useless.”

	They walked toward the Gatherers’ district.  The streets here were wider and more orderly, and the dwellings less dilapidated.  Around them, men and women in dark green tunics headed to work, nimbly climbing the pulsating backs of transport worms.  The creatures waited motionless, their slimy skin exuding a thick liquid that reflected the Sac’s dim light, a viscous substance oozing from the pores on their backs, helping them glide along the organic corridors.

	Kawe watched them, fascinated; there were none in her district.

	In my old district, she thought sadly.

	Kamva stepped back when one of the worms suddenly jolted and murmured, “I don’t like them.”

	“They’re just beasts,” retorted Kutha, then asked Kawe without concern, “Is your sister always this afraid?”

	Kawe didn’t respond, and Kamva lowered her gaze in shame.

	They reached a three-story building with a wide, uneven facade.  An unfinished painting of a human face with pierced earlobes covered much of the wall.

	“Who is that?” asked Kamva, pointing.

	“The noble who’s paying us,” replied Kutha.

	Kamva’s eyes lit up.  “We work for nobles?”

	Kutha sniffed.  “Everybody works for nobles.”

	“Yes, but” Kamva pointed again at the painting.  “We do that for nobles?”

	“There’s nothing special about it.  Once, when we artists were still a Profession, we had public funds.  Now, to avoid starving, we take these.” Kutha gestured toward the painting with a tired hand, no enthusiasm in his voice.  “Commissioned work,” he said, as though cursing.  “Now, let’s move.”

	A scaffold made of two levels of dried membranes, one above the other, was supported by thick calcifications.  Above the first level, about halfway up the building, three artists were recognizable by the scars on their cheeks painted in bright colors.  Only one nodded at Kutha in greeting, while the others glanced at the girls.

	Kawe and Kamva followed their uncle up a ladder with rungs so soft they buckled beneath their weight.  They reached the first level and stopped opposite the other artists, who were gathered near a heatfungus.  Several strips of membranes lay roasting on it; occasionally, one twitched, as they had likely been on the heatfungus for quite some time and were now dying.

	One of the artists, a man with a square jaw and pigment-stained hands, turned toward the twins and smiled, jerking his chin toward their uncle.  “I’m sorry for you,” he said.  “You’ve ended up with an old drunk.”

	“How dare you?” growled Kutha, stepping toward his colleague.

	The man gave a disdainful smile and pinched his nose shut with two fingers.  “Don’t open your mouth too wide, Kutha.  Your breath could kill someone.”

	With bloodshot eyes, Kutha lunged at the man, who dodged easily.  Kutha staggered and fell to the ground with a groan.  Kamva covered her face with her hands, frightened, while Kawe held her close, watching the scene.

	“Enough!”

	Everyone turned to see a guardian approaching at a steady pace, brandishing a vesicular stick.

	“Stop all of you,” he ordered in a low, menacing tone.  “If you want to end the day with all your bones intact, get to work.”

	Kutha clenched his jaw and forced a smile for the guard.  The guard stared at him for a moment as Kamva helped him to his feet.

	“It won’t happen again, guardian,” said Kutha, bowing.

	The guardian regarded him for a moment, then nodded and walked away.  Kutha shot a hateful glance at the other artists before turning toward the wall.

	“You two watch and do as I say,” he told the twins.  “Take those Sacs, and let’s go up.”

	The twins looked to where their uncle had pointed.  A group of sacs lay piled behind the ladder.  They walked over and lifted them, grunting from the weight.  As soon as she hoisted hers, Kamva felt something shift inside.  She dropped it with a dull thud and stepped back.

	“Careful, idiot!” snapped Kutha, turning on her.

	Kamva kept her eyes on the writhing Sac, her face twisted in disgust.

	“There’s something in there!” she cried, backing away.  “It’s moving!”

	The artists on the other side of the platform began to laugh.  With heavy steps, Kutha closed the distance, seized the little girl’s wrist, and was about to strike her when he noticed the other artists were watching.  He froze, then broke into a nervous, unconvincing laugh.

	“Of course it moves.  It’s chromatic peat!” He saw the puzzled looks on the twins’ faces and snorted.  “It’s alive,” he said, walking over to a Sac and pulling it open.

	The dense, semi-liquid material inside was yellowish.  Kamva pulled back as the Sac throbbed faintly, like an exhausted heart.  In contrast, Kawe stepped closer, bent down, and examined it with curiosity.

	Their uncle dipped his index finger and thumb into the Sac and rubbed the substance between his fingers.  A thin network of golden filaments appeared briefly on the surface before being reabsorbed into the liquid.

	“This is a symbiotic colony,” he explained, “composed of anaerobic bacteria, pigment-bearing molds, and regulatory microfauna. They work in synergy: the bacteria degrade the organic substrate, releasing enzymes that activate the” He stopped, noticing the confused looks on the girls’ faces. “What is it?”

	Kamva blinked. “I didn’t understand a word.”

	Kutha sighed. “Inside here are tiny creatures that work together to create color.” The substance gave off a faint glow as he moved it into a shaft of light.  “See?  They’re photoreactive; they react to light, understand?  And they never fade or change with humidity.  But if the colony dies, everything collapses.  The color frays.  Crumbles.”

	He swung the Sac toward them.  “Without this, every work would fade in three days.  Now move, and this time, don’t cause any damage.”

	The girls obeyed, each taking a Sac in their arms.  They climbed the steps with care and, after reaching the second platform, set the Sacs down, gasping for air.

	Kutha arrived moments later, saw them catching their breath, and clapped sharply, making them jump.

	“Move!” he barked.  “There are nine more Sacs to bring.”

	They made four more trips.  On the fifth, only Kawe went down, her knees trembling, while Kamva collapsed on the scaffold.

	“There, put it there,” Kutha ordered when Kawe returned to the second level yet again.

	Kawe set the Sac down and dropped to all fours beside her sister, whose eyes were closed while she panted through her mouth. Kawe braced herself for their uncle’s scolding, but when she looked up, she saw him standing before the wall, lost in thought.

	Then Kutha snapped his fingers and rolled his neck, humming a tune.  He bent, scooped green pigment into one cupped palm, dipped two fingers of his other hand, and began tracing delicate lines.

	He seemed to have become someone else entirely, every movement deliberate and precise, without a hint of hesitation.  His hands worked swiftly, each gesture confident, as Kawe and Kamva watched, unable to grasp the meaning behind those seemingly casual touches.

	 “The red peat quick,” he commanded, pointing to the containers at their feet.

	Kamva grabbed the nearest one and handed it to him.  Still looking at the wall, Kutha dipped his hand into the container, then stopped, frowning.  He looked down, cursed, and without warning slapped Kamva across the cheek with his paint-covered hand.

	“Open your eyes!  If you get the pigment wrong, you ruin everything.  Take that one, idiot.”

	Kawe stiffened, while Kamva lowered her head and silently took the correct container.

	Kutha went back to work.  He scooped up the dense fluid and spread it across the wall with his hands.  The second layer reacted with the first, creeping forward and devouring parts of it.  The face of the guardian who had threatened them earlier began to take shape, solemn, almost noble.  The twins sat back in silence.

	Kutha studied his work and nodded with satisfaction.  He turned to the twins and smiled, this time without mockery.

	Kamva had lain down several minutes ago and seemed to have fallen asleep.  Kawe stood and moved closer to the wall.  She reached a hand toward it, but her uncle’s voice stopped her.

	“Touch it, and I’ll throw you off the scaffold,” he warned.

	Kawe barely reacted and kept watching the different pigment colonies battling each other in a microscopic game of life and death.

	“Wonderful,” she whispered, eyes wide.

	A mixed colony of green, brown, and gray suddenly recoiled near her mouth.  Surprised, Kawe whispered the word again and saw the colony retreat even faster.  She made a guttural sound, and other groups of color pulled away except one, which advanced toward her.  It was a red-and-black colony.

	“Is that how they’re controlled?” she asked her uncle without looking away from the mural.  “With the voice?”

	The other artists began climbing the stairs with their pigment Sacs.  The last one struggled under the weight of the heatfungus.  Kutha watched them pass by and head to the far end of the platform, where they set down their materials and began studying a new section of wall.

	Kutha shook his head, glanced at Kawe, and nodded.  “With time, patience, and microdoses of stimulants.  Some adjust acidity; others manipulate pheromonic compounds.  Then there are the fools,” he gestured dismissively toward the artists who had just climbed up, “who use heat.  I manipulate vibrations instead.” He touched his throat with two fingers.  “Acoustic impulses, calibrated resonances.  Each colony has its response frequency: stimulate it at the right point, and it reacts.  It changes composition and releases different pigments.  It’s like playing a living instrument.”

	Kamva frowned.  “You sing to make them change color?”

	Kutha let out a short, guttural click.  The Sac trembled slightly.  He turned toward the wall and made three more clicks, the second one being sharper.  The painting burst into primary and secondary colors.

	“Oh no,” Kamva exclaimed, covering her mouth.

	Kutha laughed and produced another series of clicks, the third one strong and deliberate.  Slowly, the colors returned to their final form.

	“I don’t sing,” the artist said happily, still gazing at the wall.  “I resonate.  Every tissue has a vibrational signature.  And even if they’re different species, all pigments share a base memory: once they learn a signature, it’s theirs for life.  So for the artist, it becomes simple: you learn the signature, repeat it, and guide it.  Low frequencies move the structure; high ones alter enzymatic cycles.  If you get it wrong… everything collapses.  But if you do it right…” A small smile crossed his face.  He raised his voice.  “You can create nuances no other medium can match.  These are the secrets of our Profession.”

	From the other side of the scaffold, the other artists froze.

	“Shut up, idiot!” one of them hissed.

	Kutha shrugged and shouted back, “What?  We once had our tower, like every Profession.  We were respected, we had dignity!  Now, just because…”

	“What’s happening?” Kamva asked, stirring awake.

	Kawe caught her uncle’s arm and tried to calm him.  “Uncle, stop.  It’s not worth it.”

	Kutha tore free from her grip and shoved the girl to the floor.  “It’s always worth it!” he bellowed.  “I won’t be insulted by these membrane-warmers!  They’re more artist than”

	A scream cut him off.  The guardian from before was staring up at him from about ten meters below.  “You!  Don’t move.” While the other artists resumed their work, pretending indifference, the guardian climbed quickly onto the scaffold and approached Kutha with a tight smile.  His teeth were almost all serrated.  Kutha, who a moment ago had seemed unshakable, now looked deflated.

	“You again,” the guardian said sharply.  “Talking about fallen Professions is a crime.  I’ll report the infraction, and you’d better pray that” He stopped suddenly when his eyes fell on the mural, leaving him gaping.

	“Is that me?” he asked.

	Kutha nodded.  “You had such a dignified bearing that I felt I absolutely had to paint you.”

	The guardian lifted a hand to touch the fresco.

	“No!” Kutha’s voice was sharp with fear.

	The guardian looked at him, then raised his stick to strike.  Kutha dropped to his knees and clasped his hands.  “If you touch it, you’ll ruin the pigment.  The work will lose its beauty.  I painted you like this to preserve you.  Please, don’t touch it.”

	The guardian hesitated, lowered his stick, and turned back to the painting.  After a long moment, he stepped back.  “This time, I’ll turn a blind eye.  As filthy an artist as you are, you still know your craft.”

	He descended from the scaffold and left.  Kutha exhaled in relief and turned to the girls.  “Get me the winefluid sphere from my backpack.”

	While he drank, the other artists came over, their faces hard.

	“You’re crazy,” one snapped, snatching the winefluid sphere and throwing it off the scaffold.  “You’ll get us all killed.”

	Kutha now looked weary.  He stayed silent, regarding his colleague with disgust.

	“You are not artists,” he said flatly.  “You never were.”

	The artist who had thrown the winefluid sphere stepped back, unsettled by Kutha’s tone.  He glanced at the twins, shook his head, and tried to keep his composure.  “I’m sorry for you.  You’ve got an uncle who’ll lead you to your death.”

	Kamva straightened, her fists clenched.  “He saved us yesterday.  Show some respect for Uncle Kutha.”

	The artist laughed.  “Then die with him, foolish child.” He gestured to the others, and they returned to work.

	Kutha studied the little girl.  “So, you do have some courage,” he said, pushing himself to his feet.

	Kamva smiled faintly, but the artist had already turned back to his work, forgetting the exchange.

	It was late evening.  The glowstones in the Vault had dimmed to a soft, uneven glimmer.

	Back home, the sisters washed and tidied themselves, worn out.  The bioluminescent veins running along the walls lit the room in a pale glow.  Kutha sat in a dilapidated fungus-chair, reading a membrane so old it was nearly transparent.  He traced the engraved markings on its fragile surface with his bony fingers.

	After a while, he motioned for the girls to come closer.  Without a word, he showed them the parchment.

	“Can you read?” he asked, his voice flat.

	Kamva lowered her gaze.  “No…” she admitted.

	Kutha laughed an empty, joyless sound.  “Ignorant.”

	To Kawe, it didn’t sound like an insult, only a statement.

	Then Kutha tapped a finger on the membrane.  “You will learn.  These are the glyphs of the artists lost since our Profession was abolished.  But I remember and I pass them on like every true artist.”

	He paused, then added, “You still have time to leave.”

	The twins exchanged a confused glance.

	Kutha sighed.  “Becoming an artist is a voluntary path.  I cannot force you.” Silence filled the room as Kawe and Kamva looked at each other, then back at Kutha, and finally at the membrane.  Too much time passed for Kutha’s liking, and he snorted impatiently.  “Come on!  You must decide!”

	Kawe lifted her chin, her expression firm.  “There’s no decision to make, Uncle!” She pointed toward the door.  “Out there, without work or someone to help us, we’ll starve.  Or we’ll get sick, and the healers will choose us for the Selection.” She fell silent for a moment, then said in a steady voice, “I accept.”

	Kamva hesitated, glancing at her sister before murmuring, “Me too.”

	Kutha nodded, stood, and went to his bed.  After rummaging underneath, he pulled out an object and returned to the table.  It was a petroclast blade, dark, gleaming, its matte edges catching the faint light of the bioluminescent veins.

	“Cut yourselves.” He touched his cheek with a finger.  “One straight cut per cheek, and you’ll be initiated.  In a few years, a second line will mark you as an apprentice.  It will take time to earn all three, but this is the first step.  Once your cheeks are cut, there is no going back.”

	The twins’ eyes widened.  Kutha, unmoved by their unease, held the blade out to them.

	“Will you make up your minds?” he asked gruffly.  “Either you cut your cheeks, or you leave.  There are no half measures.”

	He offered the blade to Kamva first.  She stepped back, shaking her head.  “I don’t want to.”

	Kutha’s gaze hardened.  “Then leave.”

	Kamva looked desperately from the man to her sister, but no one spoke.  At last, she turned, walked to the door, and stepped into the night.

	Kutha exhaled and looked at Kawe, waiting.

	She took the blade… and walked out after her sister.

	Kutha frowned.  “What are you doing?” he shouted, hurrying after them.

	Outside, under the pale glow of the Vault’s stones, Kawe reached Kamva. Kutha watched as she shoved her sister to the ground and held her there with brutal strength.

	“Let me go!  Let me go!”

	Kamva struggled and screamed, but Kawe’s grip didn’t loosen.  She drove the blade into the soft flesh of Kamva’s cheeks.  Her sister’s scream tore through the night.

	Kawe rose, leaving Kamva sobbing in the dirt, and strode back toward Kutha.

	The man stared.  “And you?”

	Though her chest was tight and her breathing ragged, Kawe met his eyes.  She lifted the blade and carved two deep lines into her cheeks, eyes squeezed shut against the pain.  Blood ran hot down her neck, but she never broke his gaze.

	Kutha stood speechless, stunned.  Then, slowly, his expression shifted.  A smile crept across his face until finally, he threw back his head and laughed.

	 “You’ll bring me luck.”

	He glanced at Kamva, still trembling on the ground, then back at Kawe.  A more resolute smile spread across his face.  “You’ll bring me luck.”

	 

	 

	 


APPRENTICE

	 

	The two biocalcite membranes began to oscillate, suspended by filamentous fibers and elastic tissue cords twelve meters above the square.  Their mucous coating gleamed under the glowstones of the Vaulted ceiling.  The two enormous vertical panels faced each other in the open air.  They had been made from filtering membranes open and porous on one side, impermeable on the other.  At the same height, hanging in the air by a set of ropes and cables, Kamva checked her membrane one last time.

	“The tension is perfect,” she murmured to her sister.

	From the other side of the installation, Kawe nodded.  At twenty-one, the twins no longer looked as identical as they once had.  Kamva had a slender, almost fragile build and a delicate face.  Kawe, on the other hand, had grown more robust and muscular, partly from taking on heavy work her sister often avoided.  Both bore a pair of scars on each cheek, painted in bright blue.

	A crowd had gathered below, observing the operation with a mixture of curiosity and distrust.  In the front row stood the district’s dean, Noble Mthunzi of lan Mhondo, a man in his fifties with a frail frame, watching the twins with solemnity.  On either side of him, two motionless guardians framed his figure.  Although he had financed the installation and attempted to maintain an impassive air, the tension in his features betrayed a certain apprehension.  Those present kept a respectful distance from the small group of artists, leaving an empty space around them.  The artists, however, pretended not to notice the marginalization.  They stood rigid and proud, chins raised and eyes fixed upward, as if they were honored guests at the event rather than barely tolerated pariahs.

	An acrid smell of sweat and organic secretions hung in the crush, sharpened by the oppressive heat.

	Kutha stood in the front row among the artists, his face hollowed by the weight of his thirty-five years.  He scrutinized his apprentices with steady, calculating eyes.

	The membranes were now completely painted.  Kawe’s displayed an intricate pattern of interconnected cells in cool tones, while Kamva’s burst with organic shapes in warm colors.  Distant but complementary, the two works seemed to communicate across the space that separated them.

	Before descending, Kawe caressed her membrane, which curled gently around her hand as if appreciating the contact.  A pleasant aroma, like that of ripe fruit, was released at her touch.  She smiled, but it faded quickly as the membrane began tightening its grip.  Without hesitation, she drew a small petroclast blade and prodded it firmly.  A rivulet of bluish ichor dripped onto the square, hissing as it struck the pavement just a few steps from Mthunzi.  The noble recoiled, his face twisting with distrust.  He glanced down at his precious bluebark garment, fearing it might be stained, then shot Kawe a furious look, but she was too busy freeing herself from the grip.  After a final tremor, the membrane loosened and became docile again.

	Once their final inspection was complete, the twins descended from their harnesses and slid down the calcified tissue ropes to the square below.  Upon landing, they were met with a round of applause.

	Kawe gave a curt nod to one of the laborers waiting at the edge of the square.  He nodded back and relayed the signal to six other men stationed at strategic points.  With coordinated movements, the laborers approached large organic protuberances, bulb-like in shape, and began manipulating the pulsating valves that sealed them.

	A dull gurgle resonated through the hidden veins beneath the floor, and the fountain at the center of the square, until then inactive, began to fill with a dense, translucent liquid.

	“It’s starting,” Kamva whispered, her voice bright with excitement.

	The fluid rose to the fountain’s rim and overflowed into small channels arranged along the perimeter, spilling into the main basin in a rhythmic play of falling streams.  Each drop produced a distinct sound, a liquid melody that shimmered in the air.

	Above, the membranes jerked.

	Slowly, the outer edges of both membranes began to curve in opposite directions, deforming like living creatures to the rhythm of the sounds below.  They bent further and further until they formed two immense, opposing S-shapes that seemed to sway in a slow dance.

	A fresh, revitalizing breeze descended on the square.  The airflow spiraled downward through the corridor formed by the contorted membranes, drifting among the heated crowd.  It carried a cool, humid freshness released by the mucous membranes, tinged with a pleasant scent borne on the air.

	A murmur of wonder rippled through the onlookers, and some, including Mthunzi, pointed upward with wide eyes.  Even the usually impassive guardians seemed momentarily awestruck.

	Kamva’s face lit up, and she seized her sister’s hands.  “We did it!” she exclaimed, throwing her arms around her in delight.

	Kawe, more reserved, embraced her back as the square erupted in spontaneous applause.  Men and women gazed upward, savoring the unexpected coolness.

	While the crowd celebrated, Kutha kept his eyes on the membranes, his expression troubled.  He glanced from the installation to the crowd and back again.

	The applause suddenly faltered when Mthunzi began clapping loudly.  “Silence, commoners!” he bellowed.  Flanked by his two guardians, he strode to the fountain and made an awkward attempt to climb onto its edge.  Unable to manage it himself, he threw a pleading look at the two men.  After a brief exchange of uncertain glances, they lifted him.

	The noble found himself perched on the outer cornice, clinging awkwardly to the structure. Turning with difficulty, he wobbled as if he might topple at any moment. 

	“This installation,” he declared, his voice cracking more from fear than passion, “is my work! I, the great Mthunzi, bring coolness and wind to you, commoners. I, blessed by the Mother, destined never to die in the Selection, by divine decree…” 

	“Get down, before you humiliate yourself by falling,” a firm voice cut in.

	The crowd turned toward the speaker while Mthunzi froze mid-sentence.

	A noble stepped forward.  He was tall and powerfully built, his garments of precious bluebark shot through with iridescent filaments far richer and more ostentatious than those of the district dean.  The lobes of his ears were split into numerous strips, a sign of high lineage.  His head was completely bald despite his youth.  Followed by six guardians, he emerged from the throng and, with an agile leap, landed on the fountain’s edge beside Mthunzi.

	The dean swayed and pitched backward, caught and steadied at once by his two men.

	The other noble raised his hands in an imperious gesture, and the crowd fell silent.

	“Glory to the Mother,” he proclaimed in a stentorian voice, “who, in her harrowing hunger, may never see her children before the appointed time.”

	A murmur of prayer rose from the crowd.  

	 

	The Mother feeds the child,

	the child feeds the Mother.

	 

	Kutha and the other artists joined in the ritual chorus, their heads bowed in respect.

	The noble also lowered his head slightly as a sign of deference.

	“Glory to my father, noble chief Sokhulu of clan Kala, may he reign for another thousand years!”

	Then he turned toward the twins with a sarcastic smile.

	“And glory to the artist twins.  Yes, glory to the artists who, for once, have done something useful for society.”

	Everyone began laughing.

	The artists, including Kutha, visibly stiffened but continued applauding.

	Kamva was still smiling, but Kawe felt the subtle insult burn within her like poison.

	She searched for her uncle’s gaze among the crowd and found it gloomy, offended, his hands clenched at his sides.

	Before she could react, Kamva elbowed her in the ribs.

	“Smile, you fool,” she hissed through her teeth, maintaining a radiant expression.

	“Nkosi is watching us.”

	Kawe looked at the son of the noble chief, who was indeed staring at her.

	She forced herself to imitate her sister, curving her lips into a smile that did not reach her eyes.

	Nkosi continued, “The utility of this installation is beyond doubt.  I thank Mthunzi.”

	He turned toward the noble, still supported by the guardians, and eyed him coldly.

	“He decided to spend his wealth on a work of quality.  Such altruism!  He deserves a promotion.

	Noble Mthunzi, you will soon be transferred to oversee petroclast collection at the East Greater Membrane.”

	He paused, then added with a smile, “And now, let’s celebrate!”

	Mthunzi looked pale, a hand pressed to his heart.

	Kawe observed him, understanding that the news had broken something within him at his venerable age.

	Nothing was better for a mid-level noble than governing a district of the city; Nkosi had not promoted him at all, and he had ended his political career.

	Next to her, Kamva’s face drained of color.

	For months, she had gone to great lengths to gain Mthunzi’s favor in ways she had never openly explained and that Kawe doubted were decorous.

	We have just witnessed the end of Mthunzi, she thought with a knot in her heart, and with him, our chance of benefiting from it is gone.

	The crowd began dispersing.  Many approached to congratulate them, shake hands, and exchange words of admiration.

	Amid the confusion, Kamva was suddenly surrounded by several smiling people, a rarity for an artist who drew her toward the noble with the pierced lobes.

	“Wait for me!” Kawe called, trying to reach her.

	But Kamva barely turned, her eyes sparkling with excitement.

	“When will I get another chance to meet the future noble chief?” she murmured before being swallowed by the crowd.

	Kawe stopped halfway and shrugged.  She took the opportunity to approach Kutha, who was busy with the other artists.

	“Oh, sure, I was joking,” said Nkosi sarcastically.

	He studied Kamva.

	“Was it you who convinced Mthunzi to proceed with the installation?”

	Kamva hesitated, then nodded in fear.

	“You did well,” said Nkosi, making Kamva’s eyes shine.  “Very well.  Mthunzi can’t see beyond his nose; I was surprised to learn one of you convinced him.”

	He gave a slight smile and went on:

	“He was probably more interested in your body, but you achieved your purpose.  I imagine I’ve ruined your plans by demoting that fool.”

	“Well, I…” Kamva began, then stopped, considering what Nkosi wanted to hear.

	“When one plan falls, another rises,” she said brightly.

	“What matters is knowing how to seize opportunities.  Perhaps the new dean will be as interested as the previous one.”

	A smile crept across Nkosi’s face.

	“You’ve divided the tasks between you; you’re very intelligent.”

	He turned to Kawe.

	“I am very pleased to have met you, Kawe.  I’ll think about the proposals you’ve made.”

	“I’m sorry, uncle,” she murmured as she reached him.

	“They don't deserve to speak with such contempt about our noble art.”

	Kutha nodded slowly, but his gaze was stern as it fell on his niece.

	“It’s your fault,” he accused in a low, harsh voice.

	“Art is art.  It should never be given such a low purpose as helping people breathe better during the Stagnation season.  Did I teach you everything I know about this?  To make air-movers?”

	Kawe shook her head, her indignation rising.

	“It’s not like that.  If art is useful to people’s hearts, it can also serve other purposes.  We’ve simply found a new way to”

	“What other purposes?”

	The voice, cold and curious, startled them both.

	They turned abruptly and found themselves face-to-face with Nkosi.

	Beside him, Kamva looked at her sister with a mix of excitement and confusion.

	Though Kawe was tall, she still had to lift her chin to meet the noble’s gaze.

	Both she and Kutha knelt, and the other artists followed suit.

	“Noble Nkosi is interested in knowing how we managed to,” Kamva began eagerly.

	Nkosi raised a hand, cutting her off.

	“Silence, woman.  I can speak for myself,” he said in a flat tone.

	Kamva instantly fell silent and lowered her gaze.

	Nkosi continued.

	“What other improvements could you achieve with this technique?”

	For a moment, Kawe hesitated.  Then she straightened.

	“We could create humidity regulators for food storage areas.

	The membranes would absorb excess moisture or release it when needed.”

	Seeing his interest, she went on with growing confidence.

	Masks with filters to protect the gatherers.  I’ve heard that near the Red Pits, toxic fumes are common.”

	“Not near the pits, but inside them,” Nkosi corrected.

	“Especially during the Stagnation, when the harvesting of red petroclast often turns deadly.  Other applications?”

	Kawe’s excitement grew.

	“With smaller membranes, we could even create pathology indicators for healer's devices that change color depending on certain compounds in the air exhaled by the sick.”

	Nkosi gave a short laugh.

	“You want to create a new type of chromograph?”

	“No,” Kawe replied.  “I… I don’t think so.  I don’t even know what a chromograph is.”

	“If you’ve never heard of it, then you’ve imagined its function independently,” Nkosi remarked, stroking his smooth chin.

	“Very interesting.”

	Kutha, who had been silent until now, spoke in a low voice.

	“There’s something I don’t understand.  The membranes reacted to the sound of the fountain but not to the crowd’s applause.  How did you manage that?”

	Kamva looked at Kutha, then at Kawe, while Kawe’s eyes flicked toward the noble.

	“Well, it’s a rather technical matter…”

	“I am very interested in technical explanations,” Nkosi interrupted.

	“I imagine you used a selective resonance system, though I admit I have no idea how you chose the response spectrum.”

	Kawe stared at him, astonished.  The noble smiled with satisfaction.

	“Did you think I was an ignorant illiterate?” His smile turned cold.

	“I am the future Lord of the Sac, not some commoner.  Knowledge is power, and power is my birthright.”

	Kawe lowered her gaze.

	“I ask your forgiveness, noble Nkosi.  You simply caught me by surprise.”

	She continued, her voice steadier.

	“We used ciliated bacteria that vibrate only at certain frequencies.  It’s similar to what we use for moving paintings, but on a much larger scale.”

	“And how do you ensure the colonies don’t contaminate each other?” Nkosi asked.

	“We use separation membranes derived from secretory glands,” Kawe replied.

	“We treat them with alkaline compounds to enhance their selectivity.”

	Kutha broke in.

	“But of course!  Each colony is fed different substrates, which influence their vibrational behavior.”

	Kawe nodded.

	“Exactly, uncle.  We discovered that feeding them with tissues of varying acidity changes the length of the bacterial flagella, altering their response to sound waves.”

	Kutha nodded again, satisfied, and looked at Nkosi with pride.

	Nkosi made no sign of noticing the artist’s pride, but studied the exchange between the two.

	“Your uncle knew nothing about this.  Is this all your work, Kawe?”

	“It’s work my sister and I developed together,” she said, and Kamva nodded, standing beside her.

	The noble turned toward Kamva.

	“Really?  Then explain how you balanced the neurofibrillar expansion coefficient during the asymmetric growth of the membranes.”

	Kamva opened her mouth, then closed it again.

	She blushed, glancing at her sister with imploring eyes.

	“Noble Nkosi is clearly joking,” Kawe interjected.  “There’s no such thing as a neurofibrillar expansion coefficient.  Neurofibers don’t expand, they contract.”

	A smile appeared on Nkosi’s face.

	“You’ll probably be asked to create similar installations in some rooms of the noble tower.”

	“In closed environments, it will be more difficult to modulate air currents,” Kawe replied, but Nkosi raised a hand to silence her.

	“I’m sure you’ll find a way.” His eyes studied her with renewed interest.

	“In fact, you might come yourself to see the spaces.  For a site inspection, of course.  Perhaps at a quiet moment, when the tower is less crowded.”

	Kawe felt unexpected warmth rise to her face.  The invitation seemed to carry more than a simple Professional purpose.

	Nkosi sensed her discomfort and laughed.

	“Ah, artists!  You haven’t been Professionals for centuries, yet you’re still so formal.”

	He turned, waving a hand.

	“I’ll reflect on your ideas.  Very interesting, indeed.”

	He walked away, followed by two guardians who seemed to materialize beside him from nowhere.

	After he left, the crowd began to disperse, leaving the trio of artists alone while the celebration continued around them.

	The structure they now called home no longer resembled the modest dwelling of the past.

	The architects had grown a new floor, paid for with substantial food rations, the reward for the two sisters’ work.

	The house now rose to a roof covered with mats, where, during the Stagnation, the twins slept outdoors at night.

	The outer walls displayed intricate decorative veins, partly natural and partly shaped by the artists’ skilled hands.

	Kutha sat at the table on the ground floor, which had become the twins’ workspace and living area during the humid season.

	He had moved upstairs to a larger room where he could focus on his experiments without disturbance.

	“A noble who knows pigmentation techniques,” he muttered, pouring himself a sphere of winefluid.

	“I don’t like it.”

	Kamva leaned forward, resting her arms on the table, and tried to snatch the sphere from her uncle.

	He immediately pulled back, guarding his drink.

	Pouting, Kamva said, “It’s normal for a noble to know many things.  He has to command, so he must understand every aspect of life in the Sac.”

	Kutha let out a contemptuous laugh.

	“No one can know everything.  It’s a scandal for a noble to have knowledge reserved for other Professions.”

	He took another sip of wine, fluid, purplish drops trickling from his lips.

	He belched and went on, “I wonder if young Nkosi could amputate a leg like a healer or map a Greater Membrane like a cartographer.”

	“Considering how muscular he is,” Kawe remarked with a slight smile, “he probably knows how to break someone’s neck like a guardian would.  Oh yes, he’s very muscular and well-proportioned.”

	Kamva winked at her sister, and they both laughed.

	Kutha snorted, drank more winefluid, and swallowed another generous mouthful.

	“Artists are no longer an official Profession, uncle,” Kamva continued quietly.

	“It’s good that someone else knows our secrets that are no longer secret.”

	The transformation was instant.

	Kutha’s face twisted into a mask of rage, and in a sudden movement, he hurled the winefluid sphere against the wall.

	The elastic membrane burst, spilling the liquid everywhere.

	“How dare you?” he hissed, lunging at Kamva and seizing her by the hair.

	“How dare you speak like that?”

	He struck her across the face.

	“The secrets of the artists are sacred!  Sacred!”

	Kamva tried to shield herself with her arms, tears streaking down her cheeks.

	“Stop!” Kawe shouted, standing as she grabbed her uncle’s arm.

	“Please, Uncle Kamva was joking!”

	Kutha tore himself free with a violent jerk.

	“She truly believes what she says!  She’s always been like this!” His voice cracked with fury.

	“She’s never respected anything I’ve taught her with effort and sacrifice!”

	“May the Mother devour you!” Kamva screamed through her sobs.

	“I’m tired of being treated this way!”

	“Because you’re a fool!” Kutha thundered, shoving her against the wall.

	“You’re not like your sister!  She understands and respects!  She brings me luck!”

	With a sudden movement, he shoved Kawe away as she tried to interpose herself.  She fell to the ground, striking her temple on the edge of the table.

	Kutha advanced toward Kamva again, his face twisted in a fierce grimace, but stopped when he saw that she had grabbed a petroclast blade from the shelf behind her.

	“Take another step, and I'll gut you,” warned Kamva, her voice trembling but resolute, the blade pointed at her uncle’s stomach.

	Kutha halted and stared at her.  Through the haze of winefluid, his eyes gradually focused on the scene.  A crooked smile spread across his face, followed by a low, unsettling laugh.

	Kawe pushed herself upright, one hand pressed to her head as a thin line of blood traced its way from a small cut at her temple.  She crawled toward her sister.

	“Kamva, give me that blade,” she said softly, her voice calm.

	“If I give it to you, he’ll just beat me again,” Kamva replied without lowering the blade.

	“No one’s going to beat anyone,” Kawe reassured her, holding out her hand.  She turned to Kutha, her expression firm.  “No one is going to beat anyone.  Right, Uncle?”

	Kutha shrugged.  The surge of fury had already dissolved into a fog of alcoholic indifference.  “You’re both crazy,” he muttered, turning toward the stairs.  “I’m going to bed.”

	When he disappeared upstairs, Kamva dropped the blade.  Sobbing, she got to her feet, ran out the door, and vanished into the night.

	Kawe stood frozen, staring at the open doorway.  The silence was broken only by the sound of her heavy breaths.

	“One day, you’ll have to choose,” Kutha called from the stairs.  “Follow me or follow your sister.  Only one path leads to a full belly.”

	Kawe turned toward the voice.  “You’re both my family,” she answered, her voice breaking.  “Can’t we just live in peace?”

	In response came the sound of loud gulping from above, followed by his ragged breathing.  He was still drinking.

	Kawe lowered her head and began to cry.

	Ten days after they met with Nkosi, the sisters stood before the entrance of the noble tower.  The structure dominated the city with six soaring floors, topped by a conical dome of calcified cartilage that glowed with its inner light.  Every so often, tiny pores in its surface released drifting clouds of luminous spores that swirled through the air.

	Kawe stared at the circular entrance, its shape like the mouth of some slumbering beast.  She swallowed, eyeing the guards on either side, their crossed-spine rifles held at the ready.

	“I can’t believe we’re about to walk in there,” she whispered.  “Not even Uncle Kutha has ever been admitted.”

	Kamva squared her shoulders.  “We have to do this, this is our chance.” She turned to her sister with a teasing smile.  “You can work twelve meters up on a shaky scaffold without fear, but a door makes you tremble?”

	“It’s different,” murmured Kawe. “There, I know what to expect.”

	Kamva shook her head and stepped ahead.  “Follow me.”

	When it came to climbing the social ladder, Kawe thought, my sister could always summon courage.

	The guardians stiffened as they drew near.  One lowered his rifle, angling it toward the ground, a silent warning that he could lift it again at any moment.

	“What do you want?” he asked in a hoarse voice.

	Kamva bowed.  “We are artists, summoned by noble Nkosi.  We need to discuss a project for the noble Tower.”

	“Only two lines?” The guardian’s gaze lingered on the scars etched into their cheeks.  “You’re not artists.”

	“We are apprentices,” Kawe replied evenly.  “The third scar will come soon. Noble Nkosi requested us to do our work in the gatherers’ square.”

	The guardian gestured to his companion, who slipped into the entrance, leaving them in tense silence.  Several minutes passed.  Kamva began to fidget, rocking lightly on her heels.

	“Why are they taking so long?” she finally asked.

	“Wait and be quiet,” the guardian said without looking at her.

	“But Nkosi is waiting for us, and we—”

	The guardian turned toward her, smiling.  The smile stretched wide enough to reveal his molars and serrated canines.  He didn’t speak, but the meaning was unmistakable.  Kamva stepped back.

	Kawe set a steadying hand on her sister’s shoulder and addressed the guardian.  “We’ll wait quietly.  Thank you.”

	At last, a minor noble with a single hole in each earlobe emerged from the entrance.

	“Noble Nkosi is expecting you,” he said in a flat voice.  “Follow me.”

	He led them through a tunnel-like entrance that seemed to swallow them whole.  As they walked, the inner membranes trembled and released a faint greenish glow.

	Kawe watched the shifting light with fascination.  “The chromatic modulation is incredible,” she said.  “Does it change depending on who enters?  How do you alter the pigmentation response?  And the scent?”

	“I have no idea,” the noble laughed, “But you would never want to see what happens when they turn red.”

	“The guardians come?” Kamva ventured.

	The man looked her in the eye. “No… something much worse.”They moved through winding corridors where the floor seemed to breathe beneath their steps, until they reached a triangular room. Two walls were lined with shelves crammed with reading membranes, while two fungus-chairs grew directly from the floor.

	“Wait here,” he instructed before leaving.

	Kamva dropped into one of the chairs while Kawe drifted toward the shelves, her eyes wide.  Rows upon rows of membranes and codices climbed nearly five meters high to the peak of the room.

	“I’ve never seen so many books in my life,” she whispered, lifting one with reverence.

	“You shouldn’t touch,” warned Kamva. “The noble said to wait.”

	“He didn’t say we had just to sit and do nothing,” Kawe countered, turning the bundle of membranes with care.  “It’s an architecture tome!” she exclaimed, recognizing the illustrations.  She turned the pages toward her sister.  “Look, I think this explains how to build a new house.  The glyph on this page looks just like the one the architect marked on a membrane during the work on our house.” She paused, studying the symbols.  “The glyphs of the artists are far more beautiful than those of the architects.  I wonder if every Profession has its glyphs.”

	“They all do,” came a deep voice from behind them.

	Kawe looked up and closed the book, still holding it, unable to hide it.  Nkosi stepped forward, smiling.  Kamva rose and knelt.

	The son of the noble chief took the book from Kawe’s hands.  “There are thousands of glyphs, most belonging to Professions that disappeared long ago.”

	“How many Professions have vanished?” Kawe asked, her curiosity clear.

	Nkosi shrugged.  “No one knows for certain.  Every century or two, another Profession dies.  We are a civilization in decline.”

	Although Kawe didn’t understand what the noble meant, she preferred not to press the matter.  “Is this the room where we need to install the aeration membranes?” she asked instead.

	Nkosi shook his head and motioned for them to follow.  He left the small room, still leafing through the book as he walked.  The sisters trailed behind him through the labyrinthine corridors of the noble tower, climbing steadily from floor to floor.  Occasionally, they passed a membrane-window, and Kawe couldn’t help swallowing nervously.

	We’re at least thirty meters high… and this tower is even taller, she thought, both uneasy and fascinated by the sweeping aerial view of the city.

	Nkosi moved with confidence, pausing now and then to greet other nobles.  Even those with elaborately pierced lobes, a mark of the highest lineage, showed deference to Sokhulu’s son, yet didn’t hide their disdain for the two artists.

	As they walked, Nkosi continued leafing through the architectural volume.  “It’s been years since I read about inducing calcifying secretion in germinal membranes to shape housing growth,” he remarked with a smile.  “I wonder if this might help you with your new invention, the air movers.”

	Kawe’s brow tightened, a flicker of resentment crossing her face, while Kamva smiled.  “As noble Nkosi deems best,” she said, bowing.

	Nkosi glanced at the slender artist without expression, then turned to Kawe and caught the look in her eyes.  “Have I offended you?”

	Kawe blinked at the question.  “No, I,” she began, then stopped.  She realized he was adept at reading expressions and sensing moods.

	“I don’t like that you call them air movers,” she said at last.  “They are works of art.  They’re called aeration membranes.”

	Nkosi laughed.  “There’s not much difference.”

	“You have two legs, two arms, two eyes, and a head,” Kawe shot back.  “But you wouldn’t like to be called a commoner, would you?”

	Kamva stared at her sister in shock.  Nkosi locked eyes with Kawe.  After a long silence, he said, “No.  I wouldn’t like it.  You are a very direct person.”

	It was not a question, but a statement. Still holding her gaze, Nkosi tilted his head toward a massive valve-door on his right. “We’ve arrived,” he said. “Enter.”

	The twins obeyed, approaching the valve.  It quivered and flushed orange.

	“Ravenous Mother,” Kamva gasped, stepping back.

	“Stop!” Nkosi’s voice cracked like a whip.  “If you move away, you’ll trigger the alarm for certain.”

	The two artists froze.  The noble strode forward.  As soon as he drew closer to the valve than the women, its edges shifted to green, and the three flaps began to turn counterclockwise, opening to welcome him.

	“Never walk alone in the tower,” he told them, passing through the valve and stroking one of its flaps, which shivered in response.  He glanced over his shoulder at Kawe. “You can call me a commoner if you wish.  You can believe we are equals.  But the Mother herself knows there is an abyss between us.  I hold the right of life and death over you.  Never forget that.”

	Kawe and Kamva knelt, bowing their heads.

	“As noble Nkosi commands,” they replied together.

	Inside, Kawe’s mind was a forge of calculations.

	Give me a drop of your sweat, and I can enter anywhere.  Wear one of my garments steeped in my scent, and you’ll die.  We’re not different at all.

	Nkosi gestured for them to rise, and the three stepped inside in silence.  The space was vast and pentagonal.  Thin, translucent membranes divided it into separate areas, allowing a measure of visual privacy but doing nothing to block sound or scent.  Within each section, several beds could be seen.

	“What kind of place is this?” Kamva asked, her eyes roaming the space.

	“Can’t you guess?” Nkosi replied.

	Kamva hesitated, then whispered, “For… encounters?”

	Nkosi smiled.  “Exactly. Now you understand why this area needs aeration membranes.” His gaze swept the room.  “Especially during the Stagnation, this chamber gets stiflingly hot, and many nobles can’t keep up with the pace…” His eyes flicked to Kamva, and he smiled again, “…of the encounters.”

	 

	As soon as they were alone, Kawe turned to her sister with an angry expression.

	“You’ve put us in a fine mess,” she hissed.  “Claiming we can do it with five fans?  I don’t have the slightest idea how to solve the pigmentation problem.”

	Kamva, who had maintained a docile attitude until then, stiffened.  “And you?” she shot back in a raised voice.  “Since we entered this tower, you’ve done nothing but purr and smile at Nkosi!”

	Noticing that some guardians were watching them, she lowered her voice at once.  “It’s obvious my sister is trying to get herself taken to bed by the son of the noble chief,” Kamva accused.  “What’s your goal?  You’re not dreaming of being raised to noble status, are you?”

	Kawe, stung by the injustice of the accusation, instinctively lifted a hand to strike her sister. Kamva ducked, startled, in a movement that instantly recalled Kutha’s outbursts.

	Kawe froze, staring at her own raised hand in shock, then began to tremble.  “Sorry,” she murmured, lowering her arm.  So many years with Uncle… I’ve become him myself.

	“But the one trying to ingratiate herself with the nobles isn’t me,” Kawe added sharply.  “Stop seeing in others what you are.”

	At that moment, Nkosi returned, and the twins quickly composed themselves.  Noticing Kawe’s hands clasped behind her back and Kamva smiling yet panting, he immediately sensed that something had happened.  He studied them for a few moments but let it pass.

	He carried two books.  The first, he handed to Kamva.

	“This is a mathematics tome,” he explained.  Kamva began to open it, but Nkosi stopped her with a gesture.  “It’s useless for you to try reading it.  It’s full of glyphs you can’t possibly know.  Go to the architects’ tower and speak to Xolani, the architect chief.  Explain the problem with the room.  This book may help, but it must be returned quickly, on pain of death.”

	Kamva bowed.  “I will do as you command, noble Nkosi.”

	Nkosi handed the second book to Kawe.  It was the architectural volume she had discovered earlier in the triangular room.

	“You can’t read this one either and wouldn’t know how to use it,” Nkosi said.  “But it’s full of images.  It might inspire you.  This, too, is only a loan, and I sincerely hope I won’t be forced to condemn you to death.

	Kawe recognized it as a joke, a terrible one, and chuckled nervously.  She accepted the book, feeling Nkosi’s fingers squeeze hers briefly before letting go.

	“I want your opinion within ten days,” Nkosi ordered, his tone turning serious.  “Now go.  I have other matters to attend to.”

	Leaving the tower, the twins barely glanced at each other, still simmering from their quarrel.

	“I’m going to the architects’ tower,” Kamva said, clutching the tome to her chest.  “I’m going alone.”

	Kawe nodded.  “Be careful,” she replied, but her sister was already gone.

	Left alone, Kawe made her way home, passing the market stalls in the square.  Now and then, she glanced at the book in her hands.

	He almost gave me a gift, she thought, remembering Nkosi: a violent man, a noble, a despot.

	But he’s also cultured, observant, and perceptive.  And he’s damn intelligent.

	Kawe smiled in spite of herself, and the smile startled her.  She realized her sister might not have been entirely wrong.  The thought frightened her more than she cared to admit

	She left the center of the city and headed home.  Passing through the gatherers’ district, she made a detour to check the aeration membranes they had installed in the fountain square.  They were working perfectly.  People lounged in the shade of the dwellings, enjoying the cool currents the structure produced.  Some smiled and greeted her, and Kawe felt a rush of pride as she raised her hand in return.

	“We don’t have to be outcasts,” she murmured under her breath.

	She resumed walking, but the heat quickly set her sweating as soon as she left the square.  Half an hour later, she reached their house and saw Kutha leaning against the wall beside the valve-door entrance.  He was drunk, though not so far gone that he didn’t notice her.  Kawe hesitated, but finally walked over to meet him.

	“You’ve been to the noble tower,” he said.  His breath reeked of winefluid.  “They still want those damned air movers?”

	“Yes, Uncle,” Kawe replied, striving for indifference.  “It’s a complicated job.  A real artistic challenge.”

	Kutha chuckled.  “I imagine how much the nobles care about art.” He fixed her with a steady look.  “And where is your sister?”

	“At the architects’ tower,” Kawe answered.  “We need to solve some mathematical problems for the installation.”

	Kutha nodded toward the book in her hands.  “And what’s that?”

	Kawe hesitated.  “An architectural book.  Noble Nkosi lent it to me.  He says it might help with the project.”

	“Noble Nkosi,” Kutha repeated, his tone dripping with disgust.  He staggered forward, snatching the book from her hands.  Flipping it open at random, he rifled through the pages with growing anger.  “Look at their glyphs.  So orderly, so precise, so… dead.” He snapped the book shut and shoved it back into her hands.  “They’re changing you, Kawe.  They want you to be orderly and precise, a tool to be used and discarded at their whim.”

	“That’s not true,” Kawe protested, though her voice sounded weak even to her ears.

	Kutha studied her with weary eyes.  “You were made to create beauty.” He paused, then added quietly, “It’s my fault.  I haven’t taught you enough.”

	The sudden admission startled her.  “Uncle, you’ve taught me everything I know.”

	Kutha shook his head.  “No.  I’ve only taught you what I remember.  And I don’t remember enough.” He turned as if to leave, then stopped.  “There was a time when artists weren’t pariahs.  A time when we were revered.  Now, all that remains for us is misfortune.”

	Kawe watched him walk away, torn between following him and letting him go.  She thought of her sister, then of her uncle again.  

	They’re not my dramas, she told herself.

	Shaking off the thought, she focused on what truly mattered: the very real problem she still had to solve.  She clutched the book, felt the dry membranes crackle beneath her fingers, and stepped into the house.

	A week after the meeting with Nkosi, Kawe sat staring at the architectural book spread open before her, its yellowed membranes seeming to mock her helplessness.  Scattered drawings of pentagonal configurations and notes on chromatic reactions littered the floor, but none brought her closer to an answer.

	Kutha stood behind her, watching in silence.

	“Still nothing?” he asked.

	Kawe shook her head, her gaze unfocused.  “I can’t conceive of a system that works with five symmetrical units.  I’m beginning to despair, Uncle.” 

	“You could eliminate one and manipulate four.  It's the simplest solution.” She grimaced, horrified by his proposal.  “That would be a failure.  One less fan would mean a portion of the room would be hotter.  You might not see the artistic side of the project, Uncle, but I do.  I have no intention of creating something imperfect.”

	The sudden echo of footsteps on the stairs interrupted them.  Kamva came down with a backpack, adjusting her belongings as she walked.

	“Where are you going?” asked Kawe, frustration in her voice as she pointed to the architecture book in front of her.  “We should work together on this problem.”

	Kamva looked at her with a smug smile.  “We don't have any problem, sister.  Only you do.  I solved the mathematical part weeks ago.”

	Kawe rose to her feet, hands clenched into fists.  “We could at least discuss it together.  I'm not a mathematician, but”

	“And I'm not an artist,” Kamva cut in, looking between her and Kutha. “Isn’t that what you both think?”

	Their uncle clenched his jaw and glared at Kamva. “You don't put in the slightest effort,” he burst out.  “You can't count your fingers twice without getting a different result.  It was the architects who solved your mathematical problems, not you.  You should help your sister: if she falls, you both fall.”

	Kamva met his stare with a mix of arrogance and restrained anger.  “Who went to the architects' tower with noble Nkosi's book?  Who had all those boring meetings with the architect chief?  Who endured hours upon hours of mathematical explanations?”

	She stepped closer to Kutha, dropping the backpack to the floor.  “Nkosi gave me a task, and I completed it.” She made a contemptuous gesture toward Kawe. “While she spent time drawing and redrawing the same useless configurations, I was securing our future.”

	“Our future?” Kutha repeated, his tone dripping with sarcasm.  “Or yours?”

	Kamva smiled coolly, regaining her composure.  “Says the one who took two orphans at auction.  Weren't you thinking of your future then?  And now you’ve developed feelings of love?” She spat the last word like a curse.  “I prefer you when you're drunk; at least then you're honest.”

	She bent to retrieve the backpack and turned to Kawe. “I suggest you hurry.  Nobles aren't accustomed to delays.”

	Without waiting for a reply, Kamva left, leaving behind a silence heavy with tension.

	Kutha shook his head, eyes still fixed on the door.  “Your sister has always been an idiot.  Now she’s becoming a dangerous idiot.”

	“Yet she’s right,” Kawe murmured, sitting back down in front of her drawings.  “I need to find a solution, and quickly.”

	Kutha moved toward a shelf, found a sphere, and picked it up.  But before bringing it to his lips, he shook it in frustration.  “Empty,” he muttered.

	He collapsed into a fungus-chair, his expression weary.  “I’m a failure, Kawe.  I don't know how to help you; fortune has turned its back on us.”

	Kawe looked upward, unsettled by her uncle's mood.

	“Stop blaming yourself,” she said gently.  “Kamva is right.  I'm the one who needs to get moving.”

	Kawe set aside some sketch-covered membranes.  “I’m going out.  I need to be alone.”

	“Can you buy me some winefluid?” Kutha asked.

	Kawe hesitated but nodded.  “Fine.  At least then you’ll stop feeling sorry for yourself.”

	The neighborhood market was a cramped cluster of fungus stalls, each more depressing than the last, nothing like the vibrant market in the central square.  Kawe threaded her way through displays of semi-rotten food, patched clothing, and small religious effigies of the Mother: enormous pregnant bellies, swollen breasts, and mouths lined with teeth as sharp as blades.  Vendors shouted absurd prices for mediocre goods while weary buyers bargained with the desperation of people who knew there were no better options.

	Kawe bought a bag of yellowbark berries from an older seller, who let it go for a fair price, likely eager to be rid of it before the last of it spoiled.  As she examined her purchase, two young boys darted past, nearly knocking her over.

	“Stop!” bellowed a guardian in pursuit, his face tense, serrated teeth bared in a snarl.

	Kawe watched the children disappear into the crowd, moving with the quick, desperate agility of survival.  The guardian slowed, already aware he’d never catch them.  For a moment, she wondered what they had stolen.  Probably food.

	With a sigh, Kawe headed toward the winefluid distillery.  It wasn’t a proper shop, just a corner of a building granted to a woman who brewed the neighborhood’s most sought-after drink.

	The distiller, a woman nearing the age of Selection with a face deeply scarred by old burns, glanced up as Kawe approached.  Her gaze lingered on the artist's scars.

	“For Kutha, right?” she asked.  “How much do you want?”

	“Two medium spheres,” Kawe replied, counting out the nutrient fibers she would trade.

	The distiller nodded.  “It’ll be a moment.  The last batch is almost ready.” 

	She moved away from the counter carved from the wall’s natural growth and headed toward the back of her work area. There, arranged on top of five heat fungi of various sizes, were five calcified crystal stills.  Each slowly dripped a liquid of a different color, which flowed through flexible tissue-like tubes into a main container.

	Kawe observed the configuration with growing interest.

	“It almost looks like an artistic installation,” she remarked.

	The distiller grimaced in irritation.  “Don’t insult me.  Mine is useful work.  I don't waste my time making pretty drawings and living like a parasite.”

	Kawe bit back a sharp retort.  Sure, you make life bearable for people with low incomes and people over thirty like yourself, who are about to be selected.  More useful than that.

	“I apologize,” she said instead.  “I didn't mean to offend you.  It's just that the arrangement is interesting.  How does it work exactly?”

	The woman observed her with suspicion, but the artisan's pride and the boredom of the day got the better of her.

	“Each still distills a component at different temperatures.” She pointed to the heat fungi underneath.  “Each one's set to a specific temperature.  The liquids then mix in the central container.”

	She gestured toward a petroclast lever embedded in a crack in the crystal.  “I manually regulate the flow from each still.  The composition must be perfect.  One mistake and the whole batch is ruined.”

	Kawe moved closer, fascinated by the mechanics of the system.  “And how do you control the dosages?”

	The distiller snorted.  “You have nothing to do today, do you?” She pointed to a series of marks engraved on the tubes connecting the stills.  “When they turn red, the flow is excessive.  When they're blue, it's insufficient.  The secret is to keep everything in balance.”

	“And the heat fungi?” Kawe pressed, ignoring the woman's irritation.  “How do you regulate them?”

	The distiller gave her an exasperated look.  “I tap here,” she said curtly, showing a small, sharpened bone with which she struck the fungi gently.  “Each fungus responds differently.  Now, do you want the winefluid or not?”

	Kawe wasn’t listening anymore.  She was staring at the system of stills, completely engrossed.  Five different sources converge at a single central point.  Five heat fungi that reacted to vibrations.  And those tubes that changed color in response to the flow...

	The insight hit her suddenly, as powerful as a slap.

	“Division,” she murmured.  “Division and opposite response.”

	“What are you babbling about?” asked the distiller, clearly annoyed.

	Kawe ignored her again, seized by feverish excitement.  Until that moment, she had thought of one pigmentation for each membrane.  But why couldn’t they have more?  Like the tubes of the stills, which turned red or blue.

	“Are you feeling alright?” The distiller now seemed more concerned than irritated.  “The wine is ready.”

	Kawe broke her focus and returned to reality.  “Yes, of course.” She took the spheres the woman offered and handed over the nutrient fibers.

	“Thank you,” Kawe said, smiling at the confused distiller.  “You’ve just solved an enormous problem for me.”

	She walked away quickly, her mind racing with the idea.  Now she knew how to create a pentagonal system of membranes.  She smiled.  For once, Kutha's alcoholic vice had brought her luck.

	 

	 

	



	
ARTIST

	 

	The pentagonal room was overcrowded.  The nobles were jam-packed along the edges, maintaining an appropriate distance from the empty center.  Their garments of fine bluebark shimmered in the light, sending iridescent gleams that danced on the surfaces.  The lobes of their ears, distinguishably pierced, immediately revealed their rank in the hierarchy.  From a corner, Kawe observed the scene with pride and discomfort.  Kamva was rocking back and forth at her side, feeling nervous, but was casting excited glances toward the nobles.  Behind them, the artists stood in silence, with the scars on their cheeks colored festively, in stark contrast to their tense expressions.  Kutha was unusually sober and didn’t look away from the five membranes suspended from the ceiling – their masterpiece.  There were also several members of other Professions: healers with crimson clothes and nails, cartographers with low crests and the rest of their skulls completely shaved, and architects with tattooed foreheads.  The latter looked at the artists with a resentful expression and muttered among themselves.  Kawe could understand them: their knowledge was immense, but had never evolved.  They could grow buildings, roads, and bridges, but didn’t know how to create anything new.  

	That’s what we’re here for, she thought with pride.  

	A sudden silence fell over the room, and all heads turned toward the entrance.

	“He’s coming,” whispered Kamva, squeezing her sister's arm.

	The valve-door opened slowly.  The noble chief Sokhulu emerged from the threshold, a diminutive figure swathed in a bluebark garment so fine it seemed liquid.  He advanced with tiny steps; his body curved from the weight of years.  The signs of time had transformed his skin into a map of deep wrinkles, signs of an unthinkable age for anyone not of noble blood.  The old man's face, disproportionately small compared to his elongated head, was made of dried parchment.  Beneath his prominent eyebrows, his eyes shone with a cold, calculating intelligence.  However, what struck Kawe most were the lobes of his ears, split into dozens of thin strips that cascaded over his shoulders like precious tassels – the sign of his supreme power.  Two nobles supported him at his sides as he crossed the room, and the rhythmic sound of his footsteps echoed amid utter silence.  The entire room knelt, and only the guardians stood still as sentinels.  The twins couldn’t take their eyes off the old man. They had never seen such an old human being.  The nobles were exempt from the Selection, but until then, they had only met nobles of fifty, at most sixty years old.  Now, they understood why Nkosi always represented the family in public ceremonies.

	An old human being, thought Kawe.  The word seemed alien yet fascinating within her mind.  The noble chief finally reached the center of the room, where two guardians had positioned a majestic fungus-chair covered with bluebark.  When they set it down, the base adhered to the organic surface with a sonorous plop.  The nobles helped Sokhulu to sit.  The older man coughed, spat on the ground, and wiped his chin with a trembling hand.  Then he moved his gaze to the kneeling crowd.  “Rise,” he croaked in a rough but surprisingly authoritative voice.

	Everyone obliged. 

	Nkosi quickly approached.  “Father, if you are ready for...” 

	“Tradition!  thundered the noble chief with unexpected power.

	His voice echoed in the room, revealing the strength that still inhabited that consumed body.  Nkosi stopped, with his face contorted in a grimace of restrained anger.

	Then, lowering his head, he murmured, “Yes, father.” 

	He stepped back and returned to his earlier position.  After a few seconds, he approached his father again, this time tracing a wide semicircle to avoid positioning himself between the noble chief and the other attendees.  After reaching his father's side, he bowed. 

	“Do I have permission to speak, noble chief?” he asked in a formal tone.

	Sokhulu made an irritated gesture with his hand but said nothing.  Nkosi straightened and addressed the audience.

	“Noble brothers, raise your heads.” 

	The nobles obeyed.  Above them, the five membranes were suspended motionless in a complex interweaving of cables and ropes strategically spaced from one another.

	“As promised,” continued Nkosi in a powerful voice. “In this period of extreme heat, here is something that will refresh us during the orgies.” 

	A murmur of approval ran through the crowd of nobles. Kawe, curious, leaned toward her sister.

	“What is an orgy?” she whispered.

	Kamva deliberately ignored her, pretending to be completely absorbed in Nkosi’s speech.

	Damn stubborn, thought Kawe. She turned toward her uncle, who was observing the scene with an impassive expression.

	“Uncle, what is an orgy?” she repeated quietly.

	Kutha shrugged. “Noble stuff,” he said laconically, offering nothing more.

	Meanwhile, Nkosi had finished his speech. With an imperious nod, he signaled the laborers to activate the mechanism. They began pulling the ropes strung along the perimeter of the room. Slowly, the membranes tilted into their natural position.

	A silence charged with expectation filled the room as the enormous structures began pulsing. Skepticism flickered across the nobles’ faces. Gradually, the membranes began contracting and expanding in a synchronized, complex rhythm.

	Kutha’s eyes widened while the other artists looked on in amazement. “It’s magnificent,” he stammered, momentarily forgetting his habitual cynicism.

	“See how the first attracts the second and then repels it?” explained Kamva, pointing at the movement. “The same happens between the second and the third, and so on in sequence.”

	Kutha looked at her with newfound respect. “You divided the membranes, cut them in half, and painted each section with antagonistic pigments?”

	Kamva nodded, pride in her voice. “Exactly. The upper part of each membrane contains acetophilic bacterial colonies, while the lower part hosts basophilic colonies. When stimulated by the correct sound frequency, the two halves react in opposite ways, creating alternating tension and relaxation.”

	“But how did you manage with five membranes?” asked Kutha, genuinely intrigued. “It’s an odd number; it should create chaotic interference.”

	“That’s exactly why we used a pentagonal system,” Kawe explained, stepping in. “We devised a recursive structure where each membrane influences the next in a continuous cycle. The fifth membrane completes the loop, influencing the first. It’s almost as if they’re dancing together.”

	Kutha shook his head, incredulous. “It’s an extraordinary application, perfect synchronization of reactive pigments in a closed system.” Then, in a lower voice, he muttered, “I should have thought of it myself.”

	“But we did,” Kamva cut in, eyeing her uncle with disdain. “While you were lying drunk in your room or on the street.”

	Kutha, who in sobriety was more inclined to melancholy than anger, lowered his gaze and murmured something too faint to catch in the room’s rising chatter. Kawe shot her sister a sharp look. Kamva answered with a satisfied smirk.

	A current of fresh air began blowing downward, spreading through the room. The nobles looked surprised and delighted. The system worked flawlessly. Air, captured and guided by the membranes’ movements, was purified and cooled as it passed through mucous tissues before spiraling down in a gentle descent.

	A noblewoman shivered slightly. “It’s almost too cold!” she exclaimed, laughing.

	A noble beside her laughed loudly. “Good, cover your shoulders! Tonight, it will be the only garment you keep on!”

	Laughter rippled through the room as the woman smiled at the unexpected attention.

	Nkosi joined in the laughter before raising his hands for silence. “And now, let’s eat!” he announced, clapping his hands.

	The side valve-doors opened, and a procession of servants entered, carrying tray upon tray of food. The aromas wafting through the room widened the eyes of the twins and the other artists. They had never seen such abundance gathered in one place.

	Nkosi dismissed the laborers with a contemptuous nod. They left reluctantly, casting hungry glances at the trays. Then he turned toward the artists.

	“You may serve yourselves,” he said in a tone that made it sound like an extraordinary privilege.

	There was a buzz of astonishment, rippling in different tones from the nobles and the artists. The noble chief, seated on his throne, observed the scene with displeasure and murmured something in the ear of an older noble who had approached him. He cast venomous glances toward his son but didn’t intervene.

	Kamva, Kawe, and Kutha approached the trays, hesitant. The variety and quantity of food were overwhelming. There were pieces of succulent meat exuding aromatic juices, shiny roots and tubers, fungi of unimaginable shapes and colors, and dense fluids that shone like liquid jewels in translucent chalices.

	“I’ve never seen so much food in my life,” whispered Kamva, her eyes wide. Kawe nodded, unable to speak.

	Kutha, ever pragmatic, grabbed a piece of meat from a tray. “Might as well not have scruples,” he said before biting into it.

	However, he froze abruptly. A tear welled in his eye and slid down his painted cheek, followed by several more. He began crying in public, wearing an expression of painful wonder.

	The twins stared at him, alarmed. Around them, other artists who had tasted the food reacted the same way, overcome with uncontrollable tears. The nobles burst into laughter, pointing and exchanging contemptuous remarks.

	“Uncle, what’s wrong?” asked Kawe, concerned.

	“Stop it,” hissed Kamva, irritated, glancing from her uncle to the nearby nobles. “You’re making us look ridiculous.”

	Kutha covered his mouth, trying to hold back his sobs. “Taste it,” he somehow managed to say in a strangled voice.

	Kawe hesitated, then took a small berry of an intense red. She put it in her mouth and bit gently.

	It was an explosion of sensation. The flavor was so intense, so complex, so… good that she almost fainted. The foods she was used to, greenbread, dried fungi, and filamentous roots, had always been mere means of survival, not sources of pleasure.

	I have never eaten anything so good, she realized with sudden clarity. Food is good. Oh, Ravenous Mother, food truly can be good!

	She glanced at the nobles who, bored by the sight of the weeping artists, had already returned to their conversations and eating. Kawe sighed. They lived like this every day, surrounded by delicacies the rest of the population could never imagine. Beside her, Kamva had also yielded to emotion. With cheeks streaked in tears, she looked at her sister. “For them, it’s so normal,” she murmured in a trembling voice. “The nobles live like this always every day.” She swallowed with difficulty. “Oh, sister, I would never have imagined that…”

	“I know,” replied Kawe, still stunned by the experience. “It makes you think. Perhaps there was once a Profession of cooks. Who knows, perhaps they have books that”

	“To hell with the books!” exclaimed Kutha with sudden vehemence, making some nearby artists jump and quickly move away. To the twins’ horror, their uncle was holding a sphere as large as his head and had just taken a powerful sniff. From his ecstatic smile, it was obvious what it contained.

	“Uncle!” they cried in unison, throwing themselves toward him.

	Kutha brought the sphere close to his mouth, pressed his lips to its opening, and drank. His nieces grabbed his arms, trying to pull the sphere away while the people around stared in disbelief. With considerable effort, Kawe finally wrenched the sphere from his hand only to see amber liquid dripping from her uncle's mouth. He stood motionless, eyes closed, wearing a blissful expression.

	“Fortune,” he whispered. “I drank fortune.”

	“You’re crazy,” Kamva muttered, glancing around in fear. “You’ll get us all killed!”

	“Oh, shut your damn mouth!” shouted Kutha, snapping back into a state his nieces knew all too well.

	“You shut it, idiot,” ordered Nkosi as he stepped closer.

	The buzz in the room died instantly. All eyes turned to the artists and the nobles.

	Kutha shot the noble a dark look. “You shut it too,” he growled. Then, raising his voice to a roar, he bellowed, “All of you shut it!”

	Kawe moved toward her uncle and gripped his shoulder. “Uncle, stop!” she pleaded. But Kutha seized her arm, twisted it sharply, and yanked her toward him. A moan of pain escaped Kawe’s lips.

	In a flash, Nkosi lunged. With a smooth, precise motion, he caught Kutha’s hand and twisted between the index and middle fingers. Kutha screamed in pain, instantly releasing Kawe, who collapsed to the ground.

	Fueled by anger and alcohol, Kutha tried to break free with unexpected strength. He swung a clumsy punch at Nkosi, but the noble, smiling coldly, increased the pressure on his grip. With another swift movement, Nkosi hurled the artist through the air. Kutha flew in a short arc and slammed into one of the organic tables, which buckled under his weight. Calcified slabs laden with fine food clattered to the floor in a mess of liquids and solids.

	Groaning, Kutha lay sprawled as the table slowly lifted itself and returned to its original form.

	Nkosi’s eyes narrowed to slits. With the barest flick of a finger, he signaled for half a dozen guardians to move in.

	Kamva quickly backed away, widening the gap between herself and the drunken man. Kawe stepped forward, opening her mouth to speak to Nkosi, only to be cut off by a hoarse voice.

	“Stop!” Sokhulu commanded the guardians, his tone ringing with authority.

	The guardians froze but kept their weapons trained on the artists.

	Nkosi turned toward the noble chief, surprised by the intervention. “Father?”

	The noble chief raised a finger toward Nkosi. “It’s not his fault. It’s yours, son. You gave our food and drinks to inferior beings. What did you expect would happen?” He coughed and continued in a solemn voice. “It is written: The elder brother shall not share food with the younger brother, for what the Mother gives to the firstborn is his by right of birth.” He stopped, shaking his head with evident contempt. “You’re an idiot, Nkosi. You always have been. In this, you are identical to your mother.”

	Nkosi gritted his teeth and clenched his fists so tightly his knuckles whitened. He took half a step toward his father, but the guardians instantly moved and pointed their spine rifles at him. The noble chief chuckled, gesturing dismissively with his palm.

	“There, you see?” he said in an amused tone. “You’re an idiot.”

	Then the noble chief turned his attention toward Kutha and the twins. With a bony finger, he pointed upward. “You are responsible for this absurdity,” he scolded. “I know you artists, you never stop bothering us. It’s been three hundred and fifty years since we abolished your Profession, yet you continue pretending to be something more than simple commoners.”

	He leaned forward, his bones creaking. “Well, you weren’t, you aren’t, and you never will be. It’s time to end this story.”

	He sat back and remained silent for a few moments, coughing from time to time. Even the nobles didn’t dare move. Only Nkosi was breathing heavily, prey to restrained anger. Then, in a high-pitched voice, Sokhulu exclaimed, “Scribe!”

	A noble of middle rank quickly approached, holding a dried membrane in one hand and a stylus in the other.

	“New law,” proclaimed the noble chief with a malicious smile that creased his face like aged, folded cloth. “From now on, each artist will be allowed only one apprentice.”

	A murmur of dismay spread among the artists. Kutha remained open-mouthed, momentarily sobered by the shock. Kamva fell to her knees as if her legs had suddenly lost all strength.

	Kawe was about to speak, but Nkosi, sensing her intentions, gave her a quick, imperious sign to stop. Instead, he addressed his father.

	“And the excess apprentices who already exist?” he asked in a controlled voice. “What will become of them?”

	The noble chief’s grin deepened, making his face even more wrinkled. “They can decide freely,” he said softly. “They will choose who will live and who will be selected.” He spread his arms theatrically. “One way or another, someone will feed the Mother digested in her divine intestine.”

	His milky pupils wandered over the crowd and settled on the twins.

	“Let’s start with you two,” he said, raising a gnarled finger. “Who wants to die?”

	A terrified buzz rose among the artists. Kamva and Kawe couldn’t move, paralyzed by shock. Kutha, still lying on the floor, emitted an incoherent moan.

	Nkosi knelt before his father with an elegant, formal movement that contrasted sharply with the tension visible in his muscles.

	“Does the noble chief grant me permission to speak?” he asked in a ceremonious tone.

	Sokhulu arched an eyebrow, studying his son with contempt. “Speak, fool.”

	Still kneeling, and with a look barely masking his deep irritation, Nkosi spoke in a clear, formal voice.

	“Father, these artists have proven useful to our house. And it is written in the Verses of Nourishment: Shall the Mother not look with voracity upon the brother who helps the brother? To make them perish now would be contrary to the precepts.”

	“After a life of blasphemies and dissoluteness,” replied Sokhulu, “my son suddenly discovers himself a devout interpreter of the Verses!”

	Nkosi raised his head and locked eyes with his father without speaking, a defiant look no one else in the room would have dared.

	The noble chief sighed, emitting a sticky rattle. With a tired, almost careless wave of his hand, he said, “All right. A noble chief must be merciful when possible. Let’s offer them a further choice.”

	He turned back to the twins. “You can choose: one of you will be blinded, the other will lose her hands. Thus, it will be like having a single disciple divided between two mutilated bodies, the eye that guides and the hand that executes.” He showed his yellowed teeth. “See what poetry? I, too, know how to create art.”

	Nkosi jumped to his feet. “Father!”

	“Silence!” thundered Sokhulu with a force that even made the nobles beside him flinch. “The Lord of the Sac has spoken!”

	He turned toward the twins again, his thin lips spreading into a grin.

	“What do you choose?” he asked, pointing a trembling finger at Kawe. “You speak.”

	Kawe felt the room spinning around her and ran her tongue over her parched lips.

	“Noble chief, there is no choice to make,” she finally said, her voice firmer than she had realized. “I don’t want to die.”

	“Ah,” murmured Sokhulu, narrowing his eyes. “So, you want your sister to die?”

	Kamva looked at Kawe in horror. Kawe turned toward her sister with apprehension and shook her head. “No,” she insisted, addressing the noble chief. “I choose mutilation. Blind or without hands but alive.”

	The noble chief laughed. “What a noble attachment to family!” he exclaimed. “Truly moving.” Then he pointed at Kamva. “Are you also touched by such foolish altruism, too?”

	“Kill my sister!” shouted Kamva, cutting him off.

	A silence heavy with horror fell over the room, and for an instant, it seemed no one was breathing.

	Kawe felt the world collapse around her. With tears streaming down her face, she looked at her twin and whispered, “Kamva.”

	But Kamva kept her eyes fixed on the noble chief, never turning her head.

	Sokhulu slowly nodded, satisfied. “Finally, someone normal. Very well.” He gestured to the guardians, who moved quickly, surrounding Kawe and seizing her by the arms.

	“The execution will take place tomorrow morning,” proclaimed the noble chief, watching as Kawe was lifted from the ground. “On the Selection Hill. May your flesh nourish the Mother, artist.”

	Kawe was dragged away, struggling uselessly against the guardians’ unyielding grip. She tried to look back but caught only a glimpse of Kutha, still on the floor, shouting her name in desperation.

	Nkosi pointed a finger at his father. “You’re wasting our resources!” he shouted.

	Ignoring him, Sokhulu said flatly, “The party is over. Throw away that food and drive these filthy commoners out of the tower.”

	Nkosi replied sharply, though Kawe could no longer hear his words as she and the guardians passed through one of the great hall’s doors. Everything around her dissolved into a whirl of indistinct sounds and blurred light.

	In one last moment of clarity, she saw Kamva rise from the ground and bow to the noble chief through the valve-door as it began to coil shut.

	The room was an irregular organic cavity, more like an internal bladder than an architecturally conceived space. It was as if the architects had formed it during a night of wine and fluidity, disregarding all basic principles of symmetry. Less than two meters from the floor in some places and over four in others, the ceiling was studded with calcified stalactites dripping a dense, foul-smelling fluid.

	The drops fell with an irregular rhythm, forming greenish puddles on the floor. Kawe was certain the liquid was toxic; even its reek of putrefaction and ammonia made breathing difficult.

	The cell was sealed by bars of black petroclast, so hard that not even the acidic effluvia had corroded them over the centuries. The artist stared at them for a long time before shifting her gaze beyond, into the dark corridor. There was complete darkness out there, with only faint traces of orange-violet bioluminescence filtering through the veins on the walls.

	The little available light was the wrong color, a disturbing blend of hues that gave Kawe a growing sense of unease. To avoid it, she kept her eyes closed as much as possible or looked beyond the bars, where at least the darkness offered some relief to her sight.

	Several hours had passed since her arrival, and the only thing she had done was curl up in a relatively dry corner, trying to avoid the drops of fluid falling from the ceiling. She could picture her fate clearly as dark and unforgiving as the corridor beyond the bars. But what depressed her most was knowing that it was her sister who had condemned her to death. She cried until no more tears would come, thinking of Kamva and her betrayal. How could she be so selfish? They were bound by blood, yet she had acted worse than Kutha during his worst alcoholic outbursts.

	A sudden noise made her jump, a faint sizzling, followed by a hiss, like a valve-door opening slowly. Then came a second identical sound, closer this time, and a sudden light flooded the corridor.

	Kawe closed her eyes, blinded, and pressed herself against the wall. Footsteps approached. When she dared to look again, her eyes half-closed, she saw several cells identical to hers lining the opposite side of the corridor. A human figure stood before her, but the light behind it made it impossible to recognize.

	“How are you?” asked a familiar voice.

	“A strange question to ask someone about to die,” Kawe replied bitterly. “What do you want, Nkosi?”

	Nkosi turned his head toward the darkness of the corridor and ordered, “Open.”

	Another figure, a guardian, approached and placed his hands, covered in flesh-colored bands, on the bars, twisting two vesicles, one above and one below, that grew from the petroclast. The vesicles quivered and relaxed; the lower one elongated into several filaments that slid downward. The guardian repeated the motion on two other bars, the entire process taking only a few seconds.

	Nkosi stepped through the opening, moving the sections of petroclast still attached to the upper vesicles as if they were strands of hanging filaments. Once inside, the vesicles stirred again, their small tentacles reclaiming the petroclast and sealing the cell.

	“Go,” he ordered the guardian.

	The man glanced between the noble chief’s son and Kawe, uncertain.

	Nkosi, towering over him by a full head, asked in a scornful tone, “What do you think will happen? That she’ll kill me and escape?”

	The guardian gave a rigid military salute and moved away, disappearing beyond the first valve-door.

	Left alone, Nkosi looked at Kawe, pulled out a bag of membranes, and offered it to her.

	“Eat,” he told her.

	Kawe didn’t move, provoking a flicker of impatience in Nkosi that he managed to control.

	“Eat,” he repeated. “You’ll need it.”

	“To die with strength?” she asked, but eventually extended a hand and took the bundle. She unfolded the membranes and found a generous quantity of fungi inside, coated in a reddish sauce. She began to eat. Even in that moment, she closed her eyes and savored the taste.

	“How do you do it?” she asked after a pause.

	“Do what?” 

	“You resist this food every day,” she said. “How can you get used to this stuff?”

	Nkosi sat beside her, his legs bent, muscular arms resting on his knees. He looked at the bundle in Kawe’s hand, took a fungus dripping with sauce, put it in his mouth, and swallowed.

	“It’s good,” he agreed, licking his lips. “But I’ve eaten better. For me, it’s normal, Kawe. I have food like this every day, anytime I want. I just have to ask, and I get one, five, or ten rations. Many nobles do it. I know some who sleep on mountains of food; it’s their fetish. Or like my father, who, when a banquet ends, decides to throw away all the leftovers. And believe me, it’s always a lot.”

	He was about to take another fungus but thought better of it and left the rest for Kawe. “Waste is an insult,” he added.

	Kawe nodded. “The Mother doesn’t accept it.”

	“I’m not referring to the Mother,” Nkosi said in a scornful tone. “It’s an insult to humanity.”

	Kawe glanced at him curiously. “You don’t believe in the Mother? You don’t fear her?”

	Nkosi laughed and gestured all around him. “How could I not believe in her? She’s all around us, always. As for fearing her, I have other, more well-founded fears. The Mother is what we see from the moment we’re born until we die. And even after, our bodies are digested and become part of her again.” He looked Kawe in the eyes. “That doesn’t mean I worship her. The Mother isn’t alive, Kawe. She’s a thing. You don’t worship a fungus-chair or a fluid-carrying sphere. You use it.”

	Kawe was stunned, unable to speak. Nkosi noticed her expression and laughed.

	“You’ve never thought of it that way, have you?” he asked.

	Kawe nodded, then recovered. “It seems… wrong. Very wrong. We owe everything to the Mother. If we’re alive, it’s only because she allows it. Her jaws”

	“The Selection for commoners and members of the Professions is set at forty years,” he interrupted. “You die young unless an accident happens first or, as in your case, someone decides you’re more useful dead than alive. How old are you, twenty? Twenty-one? My father has stolen half the life owed to you while he’s lived almost a hundred years.” He gave a half-laugh. “Not to mention the madmen who volunteer for Selection in religious ecstasy.”

	“But it is written!” exclaimed Kawe. “The Mother needs”

	“Humanity needs food,” he cut in again. “And there are too many of us, Kawe. Thousands live in the Sac, and there isn’t enough food for everyone. That’s the only reason you die so young.” He pointed a finger at her. “Look at you. Even now, condemned to Selection despite your usefulness, you defend this system.”

	“I… what should I do?” she asked.

	“Ah, but I’m fine with commoners being content,” Nkosi said with a crooked smile. “They must stay in their place and accept everything, even death. Otherwise, it’s chaos.”

	Kawe stayed still, watching Nkosi while folding the bundle of membranes.

	“Eat,” he repeated. “You won’t taste such flavors again.”

	She lowered her gaze toward the food, closed the flaps tightly, and looked back at him with narrowed eyes.

	“What do you want, Nkosi?”

	The noble chief’s son started to speak, but closed his mouth. His lips curved into a smile different from the arrogant ones she had seen before.

	“Can’t I come just to see you one last time?”

	“I know how to put together the pieces of a shattered carapace,” she replied, setting the bundle on the ground. “You come to visit me the night before my Selection and bring me something you would never waste. You speak openly of heresies. No noble would say half of what you’ve said to me tonight.” She shifted her posture against the damp wall. “You want me alive, but you won’t let me speak to the commoners. Will I stay in this cell forever? What do you want from me? To be your lover?”

	“I can have as many women as I want,” he replied, then winked. “Though I admit I’ve never been with someone so intelligent. The idea is… exciting.” He grew serious again. “I don’t like that you’re dying, artist. You’ve done remarkable things, and over the years, you could have done more. You should live.” He rubbed his smooth chin. “Selecting you is an intolerable waste.”

	Kawe shrugged. “Even if I lived, I could never be an artist again. And if I didn’t stay here, where could I go? I’d be forced to flee the city, running from patrolling guardians, from gatherers and cartographers working near the Greater Membrane.” She shook her head. “And for what? To die of hunger?”

	He shook his head. “You won’t go out of the city. You’ll go under.” 

	“What?” she exclaimed.

	“The sewers,” he continued. “Did you know there are people down there?”

	“I’ve heard some stories,” Kawe replied, leaning back against the wall and relaxing as Nkosi approached and half-reclined beside her.

	“They’re more than stories,” he went on. “There are hundreds of outcast people who didn’t have enough to eat, fugitives, those nearing forty who chose to escape. Below us is another society: more primitive, more violent,” his eyes glinted in the darkness, “but also freer. I want you to go there.”

	Kawe laughed and pointed a finger at him. “You still haven’t told me what you want, Nkosi. You’re not helping me out of generosity. Why do you want me down there?”

	The noble chief’s son extended his hand toward hers. She let him, and their fingers began to intertwine.

	“Even my father accepts that there are people who live beyond his reach,” he said, watching their fingers play. “It’s an excellent safety valve and has been for centuries. We nobles allow it and sometimes encourage it. It removes potential troublemakers from our world.” He met Kawe’s gaze. “But too many people together, too many of a certain kind, can be dangerous. There are bands of men and women who form on their own, under the control of…” He hesitated, then said, “We’ll call them band chiefs, I suppose. I had such a contact, a band chief who supplied me with information. In return, we on the surface gave him weapons and food, with the understanding that occasionally they would stir up wars between bands to thin their numbers and eliminate anyone with overly ambitious ideas.”

	“Interesting,” Kawe remarked. “But you spoke of your contact in the past. Is he dead?”

	Nkosi wrinkled his nose. “No. He became too ambitious himself.”

	“And now you want me to take his place?” Kawe asked with a scornful laugh. “What makes you think I won’t become ambitious too?”

	Nkosi lay behind her and slipped an arm around her waist.

	“You will,” he said simply. “They all do. That’s why I want a rope around your neck. I propose an Akhenasi to you.”

	Kawe narrowed her eyes and turned to look at the noble chief’s son. “Are you serious?”

	He nodded and recited, “A small favor in desperation. A great debt without expiration. I’d say your situation is desperate enough.”

	Kawe laughed again. “Look at me! I’m just an artist! I’ve never killed anyone, let alone led people into war!”

	“Don’t confuse leadership with physical strength,” Nkosi replied. “It’s rooted in violence, certainly, but there are many kinds of violence. And you are very creative, Kawe.” His fingers tightened slightly on her waist. “Besides, what do you have to lose? You’ll die tomorrow anyway.”

	Kawe thought for a moment, releasing Nkosi’s hand. She turned onto her side, facing away from him.

	They stayed like that for several minutes. Just when Nkosi thought she had fallen asleep, she said, “I accept the Akhenasi.”

	Nkosi smiled, a feral glint in his eyes. “An Akhenasi has been bound. Now you are mine, Kawe. You will live.”

	The artist turned to face him again, their faces only centimeters apart, and placed a hand on his chest.

	“How will you get me out?” she asked. “Won’t your father notice when there’s no one to execute tomorrow?”

	“Don’t worry about my father,” Nkosi said. “He never attends executions. He hasn’t left the tower in at least twenty years.” He gestured toward the nearby cells. “I’ll choose one of the women here, roughly your age. We’ll clean her up, gag her, cut her cheeks, and send her in your place.”

	So this is how I’ll live now, she thought, letting someone else die in my place.

	The thought, which would have disgusted her under any other circumstances, felt less monstrous inside that cell with a death sentence hanging over her head.

	Nkosi continued. “Beyond this section, there’s a corridor that leads to a side exit of the noble tower. From the outside, the exit is camouflaged, and inside, it’s always deserted; no one ever uses it. But it’s full of detectors.”

	Kawe narrowed her eyes, recalling the first time she had entered the tower. “You mean those green pigmentations? I heard that when they turn red, terrible things happen.”

	Nkosi nodded. “You’d never want to meet an antibody in person. But don’t worry, you’ll pass. The detectors respond to people’s scent.”

	“I imagined as much,” she said, moving her hand from his chest to his abdomen. “So, I just need the scent of a person who is authorized to pass?”

	“Exactly, but”

	Kawe’s hand moved even lower. “And a few drops of sweat won’t be enough.”

	Nkosi smiled at her, leaning closer to whisper, “I find your sharpness very exciting.”

	A few minutes later, the valve-door reopened, briefly flooding the corridor with light. With martial steps, the earlier guardian approached the cell, making out two figures entwined in the shadows.

	“Noble Nkosi,” he asked, clearing his throat. “Is everything alright? You’ve been here for quite a while…” The guardian stopped mid-sentence as he realized what was happening in the cell, then looked away awkwardly. “Very well, I’ll come back later!”

	He turned on his heels and left quickly, the membrane valves closing behind him and plunging the cell back into darkness.

	The corridor stretched before her like a long, artificial intestine, pulsating and unsettling in its silence. Kawe advanced slowly, placing her feet with extreme care so as not to make a sound, aided by the softness of the spongy floor.

	She could still smell Nkosi on her, intensely clinging to her garments and skin.

	The passage narrowed as she advanced. Kawe stopped, feeling the beat of her own heart pounding in her ears. Ahead, no more than twenty steps away, she glimpsed the exit valve, her passage to freedom.

	Between her and the opening, she saw the detectors.

	Three bioluminescent stripes, arranged in rings around the corridor like silent sentinels, emitted a whitish, almost spectral glow.

	As she approached, the glow brightened, shifting from milky white to blinding white. Kawe swallowed and moved forward in careful, measured steps.

	When she was barely a meter away, the light abruptly changed to yellow and began flashing faster, each pulse more aggressive than the last.

	Instinctively, Kawe stepped back, then stopped. She remembered Nkosi’s warning to her sister days earlier: If you back away, you’ll definitely trigger the alarm.

	She stood perfectly still, barely breathing. The stripes continued to pulse unyieldingly, yellow, and every second felt like an eternity.

	What if it’s not enough? she thought, terrified. What if Nkosi’s scent isn’t strong enough? What if the fluids from his body aren’t sufficient?

	The stripes brightened again, so intensely that Kawe had to narrow her eyes. The yellow shifted into a vivid orange, flickering. The corridor seemed to contract in on itself, gripped by a kind of visceral irritation, the walls pulsing in a slow, rhythmic throb.

	Then, suddenly, with a sharp snap, the lights turned green.

	The corridor seemed to exhale, almost in resignation. Its elastic fibers loosened, their tension draining away. The sensors had accepted her passage, fooled by the scent and fluids of the noble that still clung to her skin.

	Kawe finally drew a deep breath. She stepped beneath the now-green rings and moved toward the triangular valve marking the tower’s exit.

	As she approached, the valve reacted to her presence. The three flaps trembled slightly, as if sniffing the air. When she was close enough, they began to part, revealing a gap to the outside. Kawe glanced back, and no one was there. The detector lights had faded to a soft bioluminescence. She turned and slipped through the opening, the valve’s flaps brushing her shoulders as she passed.

	She was swallowed into the wall, engulfed by layers of connective tissue and muscle. Kawe felt herself being slowly pushed in some direction, though she couldn’t tell which.

	Like the rest of the city, the central market square lay deserted at that hour, save for the guardians on patrol. It was tedious work, but they carried it out with their usual diligence. In the deep stillness, a section of wall along a side street near the noble palace began to open.

	Two flaps of another tripartite valve spread apart, striking the wall and splattering mucus onto the ground. Kawe’s head emerged, and she gulped the cool night air. The valve pushed her farther out, coating her with fluids.

	“Ravenous Mother,” Kawe cursed as she wrestled her foot free from the closing valve, succeeding just in time.

	She looked around. Seeing no one, she backed away, avoiding the square. Circling the immense, noble tower took her nearly half an hour before she reached her old neighborhood. Nkosi had told her where she could enter the sewers. The closest conduit lay only a short distance from the camouflaged exit, but she had insisted on having one near her house.

	Nkosi had objected, but she’d worn him down.

	“I’m not leaving without saying goodbye to my uncle,” she had told him.

	“Do as you wish,” he’d said at last. “Just don’t get caught.”

	“And by whom?” she had laughed. “No one knows I’m about to escape.”

	Even so, she tried to be cautious, keeping a normal pace so as not to draw the guards’ attention. But the city was so still that even the faintest movement might be noticed from far away.

	What the hell, she thought. Might as well hurry.

	She broke into a run, racing through the streets, passing the central district near the cartographers’ tower and entering the gatherers’ district. She went straight ahead, avoiding the square where she and her sister had installed the first fans months before.

	The thought of Kamva made her chest tighten, but the feeling passed quickly.

	My heart is petroclastic, she thought.

	She reached her home shortly before dawn. On the Vault of the Sac, the glowstones, hundreds of meters away, had begun to brighten not enough to illuminate the great membranes, but enough to reveal the contours of her house’s valve-door clearly. She sighed and decided to enter, but a sudden sound of retching made her turn her head to the right. She rounded the corner and, amid a pile of refuse, saw Kutha.

	“Uncle!” she exclaimed, hurrying toward him.

	Her uncle was leaning against the wall, wiping vomit from his mouth with the palm of his hand. He looked up and met his niece’s gaze, clearly astonished.

	“You!” he uttered. “How did you?”

	“Never mind,” she cut him off, kneeling beside him.

	From this close, she saw a couple of membranes with artistic glyphs lying on the ground near the heap of refuse. She realized it wasn’t refused at all; it was Kutha’s belongings.

	“What happened?” she asked, picking up a petroclast blade smeared with sewage. She cursed under her breath, then spotted something far more important.

	The architecture book Nkosi had lent Kamva lay open, its membranes soaked in sewage and dirt. She turned it in her hands and tried to put it back together. Many of the pages had come loose from the binding, but they were miraculously intact.

	“Kamva,” she said flatly.

	Kutha coughed hard and spat bile while Kawe looked at him with a mix of pity and discomfort.

	“She threw you out of the house?” she asked, though she already knew the answer.

	Her uncle nodded. “She threatened to denounce me for heresy. After what happened at the noble tower, no one would have defended me.”

	Then he looked at Kawe again, sorrow clouding his face, reminded of what had happened.

	“I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m so sorry. I made a mess.”

	“Yes, you did,” she replied. “You’re a disaster, Kutha. But you’re also a great artist and a good uncle, at least when you’re not drinking.”

	Kawe put a hand on his shoulder and whispered, “I forgive you.”

	Kutha began to cry, and his niece hugged him tightly. They stayed that way for several minutes before her uncle asked, “What will you do now?”

	“I have a plan,” she told him.

	“Yes, I imagine,” he said. “You’ve always been two steps ahead of everyone. But you have no luck like your uncle.”

	“I make my luck,” Kawe shot back.

	Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed a light turning on in the house, a glow spilling from a membrane-window on the first floor. She stood, holding the petroclast blade and the book.

	“I’m going to have a chat with my sister,” she told him. “Go back home.”

	“Now it’s Kamva’s house,” he muttered.

	“No,” she replied. “It’s still both of yours.”

	Kawe walked away, rounded the corner, reached the valve-door, and opened it silently. The ground floor was empty. She looked around the almost bare room, the first time she had seen it since moving in.

	She loses her family, and the first thing she does is put things in order, Kawe thought, her mind picking apart the scene with curiosity.

	She climbed the stairs carefully, feeling them pulse faintly beneath her feet. As she was about to step onto the first floor, her sister appeared in the doorway.

	For an instant, Kamva froze. Her eyes widened when she recognized Kawe, and then widened further in terror when she saw the blade in her sister’s hand.

	“Get out!” she screamed, backing away.

	“Calm down!” Kawe shouted. “I just want to talk.”

	“Go away!” Kamva repeated. “Guardians! Help! She’s armed!”

	Kawe glanced down at the blade in her hand.

	“No, wait,” she began. “I just picked it up outside and”

	Suddenly, Kamva lunged forward and kicked her from above, striking Kawe squarely in the chest.

	Kawe stumbled back, fell down the stairs, and rolled painfully to the bottom. The petroclast blade clattered to the floor, while the architecture book slid away, opening and scattering several membranes across the ground.

	Groaning, Kawe pushed herself upright. The taste of blood filled her mouth. She glanced upward just in time to see Kamva running down the stairs toward the door.

	Kawe lunged, extending her hand, and managed to snatch her sister’s ankle.

	Kamva pitched forward, cracking her chin against the steps. She screamed in pain as Kawe rose and hauled her down. In an instant, they were both on the ground floor, locked in savage combat.

	Suddenly, the valve-door swung open, revealing Kutha’s silhouette against the growing light of dawn. He took in the sight of the two women wrestling and reacted without hesitation. With a remarkable leap for a man who was almost always drunk, he launched himself at Kamva just as she was about to seize the blade.

	He wrenched her arms behind her back, pinning them there.

	“Enough!” he thundered, his voice stripped of its usual alcoholic tremor.

	“Let me go!” Kamva shrieked, thrashing. “Let me go, you old bastard!”

	“Stop,” Kutha growled, tightening his hold.

	“I’ll have you selected,” she spat. “I’ll tell the guardians you’re a heretic that you keep forbidden books!”

	Kutha laughed harshly. “Later, you can do whatever you want, you stupid fool. But for now, shut your mouth.”

	Kamva’s eyes flicked from her uncle to her sister, who had risen and was staring at her with hard, unblinking eyes. The petroclast blade was back in Kawe’s hand.

	“You were always his favorite!” Kamva screamed, her voice breaking with desperation. “Everything you did, you did better than I! I hate you!”

	“We were a family,” Kawe shot back, stepping closer. “Flawed, yes, but we lived under the same roof.”

	Kamva tried to spit at her uncle but failed. “He’s not part of my family! He’s not even our uncle! He’s nothing! He bought us at an auction after our parents died! They were our family! You forgot them the moment they were gone and started calling this violent, drunken bastard ‘uncle’!”

	A tense silence filled the room, broken only by Kamva’s ragged breathing. Kawe dropped her gaze to the floor. Nkosi’s book lay open, its pages miraculously intact. She gathered them slowly, brushing her fingertips over the mysterious glyphs etched into the membranes.

	“Family is important,” she murmured, eyes shifting to the black, sharp surface of the blade. “But the dead are dead, and brooding over them won’t bring them back.”

	Setting the book down, she stepped toward her sister. Kamva trembled violently but kept her gaze fixed on the blade.

	“No… please, no! Don’t kill me!” The words came out as a strangled whisper.

	In one swift, decisive motion, Kawe drew the blade across her cheek, cutting above the old scars. The pain was sharp and immediate, but she embraced it like an old companion. Blood ran down her face, dripping to the floor. She repeated the cut on her other cheek, never taking her eyes off Kamva.

	Kamva stopped struggling and stared at her in stunned silence.

	Kawe wiped the blade on her sleeve and slid it under her belt. “It doesn’t matter if no guardian comes here,” she said evenly, despite the pain. “You’ll go and denounce us, won’t you? You won’t even have to lie. Uncle will be condemned for sheltering a fugitive.”

	Kamva swallowed hard but said nothing.

	“I advise you not to do it,” Kawe went on, her cold smile deepening as she pointed to her bloodied cheek.

	“An apprentice has become an artist,” Kutha said, pride slipping into his tone.

	“The law is clear,” Kawe continued. “One apprentice for each artist.”

	She advanced on Kamva, blood pattering onto the floor with each step. “If you denounce Uncle, he’ll tell them he already had an apprentice who became an artist. And you…” She paused, studying her sister’s terrified face. “…will be exiled. Unless you’d prefer to be selected.”

	“I can always denounce him for something else,” Kamva hissed, glaring at her uncle. “Heresy. Insulting the nobles.”

	“In that case, I’ll turn myself in as an accomplice to Kawe’s escape,” Kutha replied, loosening his grip and letting her go. Kamva scuttled away, rubbing her arms.

	“They can’t kill me twice,” he said, his tone almost casual. “But I can destroy your life.”

	Kamva opened her mouth to speak, but Kawe silenced her with a sharp gesture.

	 “Don’t worry,” said Kawe, her tone now calculating and cold. “No one will hurt you. As for me, I no longer exist to you. Wait a few years, and Uncle will be selected for reaching forty. At that point, you will be the artist.”

	She moved in until her face was just centimeters from her sister’s. “But until then,” she whispered, “if you ever harm Uncle, I will return. And I won’t stop at cutting my cheeks.”

	In the silence that followed, Kutha smiled faintly. Kawe shook her head and turned back to Kamva.

	“I forgive you,” she said. “Even if your cowardice nearly got me executed, you are and will always be my sister.” Then she looked at her uncle. “Just as I forgave you a few minutes ago. But if I learn you’ve struck my sister without cause, I’ll come back for you, too. I forgive you both. You are my family. I order you to get along.”

	Kutha and Kamva exchanged bewildered looks, unsure whether to feel gratitude or resentment.

	Kawe smiled and said softly, “Excellent. Now the family is united again.”

	She picked up Nkosi’s book, slipped it into her backpack, gave her uncle a nod and a smile, and left through the valve-door without looking back.

	The discharge conduit opened and closed rhythmically, like the mouth of a wormoid eager for waste. The slick membranes forming its edges pulsed irregularly, secreting a dense, foul-smelling liquid that dripped into the void below.

	My new life, Kawe thought, staring at the opening with both disgust and determination.

	She adjusted her backpack and made sure the petroclast blade was secure at her belt. The conduit gave a deep, wet gurgle. Kawe took a long breath and dove headfirst into the opening.

	It was like being swallowed by a massive, living creature. The conduit walls contracted around her, slick with mucus and digestive slime. The stench, a choking blend of rot and fermentation, swirled in her head, making her dizzy. She could feel herself hurtling forward, the pulsating walls driving her ever deeper.

	The passage twisted like a crazed intestine, jerking suddenly before plunging straight down. Kawe fought for control but was at the mercy of the living tunnel. Slime forced its way into her mouth and nose, threatening to choke her. She closed her eyes, taking shallow, spasmodic breaths as the world shrank to darkness, motion, and stench.

	A sudden constriction squeezed her from all sides, as if the conduit were trying to digest her. For a heartbeat, she was sure she would be crushed. Then, with one final convulsion, it expelled her violently.

	She landed hard on a soft, wet surface. Coughing violently, she spat out the foul fluid that had invaded her lungs. Shivering from the effort, she rolled to her side.

	When she finally pushed herself up, she looked around. She was in a vast, cavernous space dimly lit by bioluminescent veins pulsing along the walls in a rhythm like a weary heartbeat. The air was heavy and damp, thick with strange, unfamiliar odors. Somewhere far off, she heard the steady drip of liquid, though she couldn’t tell from where.

	She slipped the backpack from her shoulders and checked it. Miraculously, Nkosi’s book was still intact, safe in the waterproof membranes she had wrapped it in. The petroclast blade glimmered at her belt, untouched.

	Kawe moved forward, the conduit widening into an irregular cavern. In minutes, she reached a fork where the path split into three branches. With no markers to guide her, she chose the central one and crept forward into deepening darkness.

	It didn’t take long for her to realize she no longer knew the way back. Each branch looked exactly like the others, and the glowing veins were becoming fewer and dimmer. From somewhere ahead came faint sounds of furtive steps, the scrape of nails or claws on stone. She couldn’t tell where they came from or how far away they were.

	Her muscles tightened, ready to spring. But there was no fear; she had already endured betrayal, escape, the loss of her family, and the loss of her art. What could be worse?

	The sounds drew nearer, sharper. Kawe pulled out the blade and stood still. Then, without warning, they stopped. Silence descended dense and unnatural. Whatever had been moving was gone.

	Lowering the blade, she felt her muscles ease. She stared into the black passage ahead. A long journey awaited her in this underground world, one whose rules and dangers she didn’t yet know. But one thing was certain.

	 

	“No matter where I end up,” she said, her voice carrying through the empty caverns, “I will survive.”

	THE END
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GLOSSARY

	 

	The entries are arranged alphabetically and include only elements present in the novella.

	

	

	 

	Akhenasi: Sac and binding pact widespread throughout the Sac society, 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 greater favor in the future without time limits. Refusal to honor an Akhenasi is considered the worst infamy. The pact is sealed by pronouncing the ritual formulas “I accept the Akhenasi” and the subsequent “An Akhenasi has been bound.” Whoever enters it is considered bound to the other person until the debt is fulfilled.

	 

	Antibody: Predatory creature of the Mother's immune system. In the noble palace, they are used to defend the most frequented areas, such as exits.

	 

	Architects: Members of a Profession that manipulates the organic growth of living structures. Through glandular stimulation techniques, introduction of specific compounds, and tissue grafting, architects cultivate buildings rather than construct them. They possess advanced knowledge on how to induce membranes and tissues to calcify, extend, or develop into specific functional forms. They use their system of technical glyphs to annotate formulations and growth methods.

	 

	Artists: Members of a Profession that has decayed for centuries but is still unofficially practiced. Artists manipulate living pigments, reactive membranes, and bacterial colonies to create works that change, respond, and evolve. They are recognized by the characteristic ritual scars on their cheeks: one line for initiates, two for qualified apprentices, and three for masters. These scars are often painted with living pigments that can change color in response to emotional or environmental stimuli. Despite official persecution, artists jealously guard the secrets of their Profession, passing them from master to disciple.

	 

	Glowstones: Bioluminescent formations embedded in the Vault of the Sac that regulate the illumination of the entire environment. Like organic gems encased in living tissue, they emit a pulsating light that varies in intensity following regular cycles, providing a day-night alternation. Their luminosity is influenced by complex biochemical processes within the Mother. During the Stagnation, their light tends to dim and get more diffused, contributing to a sense of oppression typical of this period.

	 

	Bluebark: Precious textile material derived from the Mother's internal membranes and treated with techniques only known to nobles. With a deep indigo-blue base color, it is interwoven with iridescent filaments that capture and reflect light, creating iridescent effects that seem to chase each other across the surface as the wearer moves. Extremely soft to the touch but durable, its production requires enormous resources, making it the exclusive preserve of nobility. A status symbol, its quality and the complexity of patterns immediately identify the wearer's rank.

	 

	Heatfungus: An organism that generates constant heat through accelerated metabolic processes. Semi-spherical in shape with a swollen cap, it emits an orange-reddish glow from its surface when active. The temperature can be regulated by stimulating specific points of its structure or feeding it with different substrates used for cooking, heating environments, or activating chemical reactions in artists' pigments. During the stasis phase, the surface becomes opaque, and the heat reduces drastically until reactivation.

	 

	Noble chief: Supreme authority of society in the Sac, direct descendant of the oldest and purest lineage. Recognizable by ear lobes, extremely subdivided into thin fringes that fall on the shoulders. Has absolute power over life and death over all the inhabitants of the Sac and can modify the laws at will. With rare exceptions, the position is hereditary.

	 

	Cartographers: Members of a fundamental Profession that studies, documents, and predicts changes in the Sac's Greater Membrane.’ They use specialized tools such as the chromograph to detect variations in density, permeability, and the composition of membranes.

	 

	Symbiotic colony: A complex symbiotic organism used by artists, composed of anaerobic bacteria, pigment-bearing molds, and regulatory microfauna living in perfect balance. Symbiotic colonies react to specific stimuli (acoustic, thermal, chemical) by modifying their composition and releasing different pigments. Each colony has its own ‘vibrational signature’ that artists learn to recognize and manipulate. Once a colony ‘learns’ a configuration, it maintains it in its biological memory, allowing the artist to recall it with the same stimuli.

	 

	Chromograph: Sophisticated instrument used by cartographers, composed of sensitive crystals set in a calcified cartilage structure.

	 

	Sewers: A Vast system of conduits, caverns, and levels that extend beneath the main city. They are inhabited by outcasts organized in bands led by band chiefs. The air is dense with acrid odors, the conduits are often slimy or covered with fungal growths, and illumination comes primarily from rare bioluminescent colonies.

	 

	Fungus-chair: Living furniture that grows directly from the floor through a process of controlled membrane stimulation. It has an organic base that anchors it firmly to the ground and an upper surface modeled to adapt to the body's shape. It reacts to the weight of whoever sits on it, adapting to its consistency to ensure comfort. In more refined dwellings, these structures can be ‘trained’ to recognize the owner, automatically assuming the most comfortable shape for them.

	 

	Glyphs: System of symbolic writing used by various Professions to record specialized knowledge. Each Profession has developed its language of glyphs, kept secret from outsiders and transmitted only to initiates. Artists' glyphs are considered particularly complex and elegant, architects' more technical and precise. Knowledge of glyphs from Professions other than one's own is considered suspicious and potentially heretical, except for high-ranking nobles with free access to all knowledge.

	 

	Guardian: Member of a Profession dedicated to maintaining order and enforcing the laws of the nobles. Easily recognizable by ritually sharpened teeth – more modified teeth indicate a higher rank. Trained in combat and the use of specialized weapons such as spine rifles and knotty sticks, guardians constantly patrol the city. Some are selected to serve nobles directly in the tower, a prestigious assignment that guarantees special privileges. Feared by the population, they enjoy the right to arrest and sometimes even execute those who violate orders on the spot.

	 

	Healers: Members of a medical Profession characterized by nails colored crimson with indelible pigments. Experts in anatomy can treat diseases, wounds, and deformities through a combination of organic remedies, surgical interventions, and tissue manipulations.

	 

	Elevation: Extremely rare ceremonial process whereby an exceptionally meritorious member of a Profession can be elevated to a noble rank. It involves a series of secret rituals culminating in the ceremonial perforation of the ear lobes, a symbol of the new status. Elevation guarantees exemption from Selection and substantial privileges, but is granted only once or twice per generation. Often, the object of political intrigue can be revoked only by the noble chief in person.

	 

	Worm: A Large creature used as public transportation within the Sac. Equipped with a gelatinous body with translucent skin that exudes a viscous liquid, facilitating sliding along organic corridors. From the pores of its back, which are dozens of meters long, it secretes a substance that allows passengers to adhere to the surface without slipping. It moves as per pre-established routes, stopping at specific ‘stations’ where people can get on or off.

	 

	Pierced Lobes: A Distinctive and unmistakable sign of nobles, manifested in elaborate perforations and modifications of the ears. The number, arrangement, and complexity of the perforations precisely indicate a rank within the noble hierarchy. Nobles of higher rank have lobes divided into thin strips similar to fringes, so numerous that they fall onto the shoulders. The perforations are performed ritually during private ceremonies and are often adorned with inserts of iridescent membranes or worked calcified cartilage.

	 

	Mother: The enormous organism within which all humans in the Sac live. Considered a living deity, the Mother is perceived as a sentient being that hosts, nourishes, and protects the population in exchange for human sacrifices (the Selection). The internal structure of the Mother includes membranes, veins, glands, filtering systems, and other organic components that form the human habitat. According to popular belief, every biological function of the Mother has a divine meaning, and disturbing her equilibrium is considered blasphemous.

	 

	Aeration Membrane/Fan: Revolutionary innovation created by artists Kawe and Kamva, consisting of suspended reactive membranes which, thanks to specialized bacterial colonies, respond to sound stimuli by modifying their shape. These modifications create currents of fresh air and purify the atmosphere, particularly valuable during Stagnation. The system is based on principles of acoustic resonance and bacterial symbiosis, with opposing fs working in synchrony by attracting and repelling each other cyclically. Initially installed in public spaces, they were subsequently adapted for noble private environments.

	 

	Greater Membrane: A Vast organic structure that forms part of the ‘Mother’s primary anatomy, essential for the functioning of the Sac ecosystem.

	 

	Fluid Sphere: Spherical organic container used to store and consume liquids. Formed by a semi-transparent elastic membrane that maintains its integrity until the opening of the upper orifice. Once opened, the sphere allows its content to be sucked. Specialized variants exist for different types of fluids: those for winefluid are particularly resistant to prevent accidental spillage of the alcoholic substance.

	 

	Greenbread: Basic food in the diet of the Sac population, a form of bread obtained from the fermentation of spores cultivated in special substrates. Pale green in color and crispy on the outside but soft inside, it contains all the essential nutrients for human survival. Its production is controlled and rationed, with regular distributions that vary in quantity according to social rank. During periods of shortage, greenbread is diluted with less nutritious substances, maintaining the appearance but reducing the nutritional value.

	 

	Petroclast: Extremely hard calcified organic material, similar to stone but of biological origin. Extracted from specific formations within the depths of the Sac, it can be cut and shaped when fresh, but once exposed to air, it hardens till becoming almost indestructible. Shiny gray, brown, or black, it is used to create tools, weapons, structural elements, and supports. Petroclast blades are among the deadliest known weapons, capable of maintaining a sharp edge for decades without sharpening.

	 

	Pigment: A Living coloring substance produced by specialized bacterial colonies. Unlike inert colors, pigments used by artists are symbiotic organisms capable of responding to external stimuli, modifying hue and intensity. They are cultivated in Sacs containing specific nutrients that influence their properties. The most experienced artists can ‘teach’ pigments particular chromatic configurations, creating works that change and evolve in response to the environment or specific sound stimuli.

	 

	Commoners: The most numerous and subordinate social class of the Sac, composed of all those who belong neither to the nobility nor the recognized Professions. Commoners perform essential but non-specialized jobs: food gathering, structure maintenance, and production of necessities. They are subject to Selection once they reach the age of forty. They live in modest dwellings in the most peripheral districts and receive limited food rations. Despite representing the majority of the population, they have very little voice in decisions concerning society.

	 

	Professions: Specialized classes that occupy an intermediate position in the social hierarchy, above commoners but subordinate to nobles. Each Profession (cartographers, healers, guardians, architects) is characterized by specific knowledge, traditions, and distinctive physical signs; like nobles, they also have their tower that overlooks the city. Despite these privileges making them resemble nobles, they, too, are subject to Selection at forty years. Professions live in dedicated districts organized around their tower. Over the centuries, numerous Professions have decayed, a sign of an ineluctable decline of society. Some decayed Professions, such as artists, continue to exist unofficially, opposed by the rest of the population.

	 

	Stagnation: A Cyclical period in which the Sac becomes particularly hot, humid, and suffocating, with reduced air circulation and increased toxic exhalations. During Stagnation, membranes pulse more slowly, fluids circulate with difficulty, and glowstones emit a dimmer light. The population suffers from lethargy, irritability, and an increase in respiratory diseases.

	Sac: The term by which the inhabitants refer to their world. It is a biological pocket within the Mother's body. The Sac includes the main city, peripheral areas, Greater Membranes, and the underlying sewer system. Limited by the upper Vault and membranous walls on all sides, the Sac is a totally enclosed environment, with its self-sufficient ecosystem, illumination cycles regulated by glowstones, and a system of circulation of 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 established age (traditionally forty years for commoners and members of Professions). Nobles are exempt from Selection and are allowed to live until natural death. Some people offer themselves voluntarily before their time, in the grip of religious fervor or desperation.

	 

	Chromatic Peat: Living organic substrate used by artists, formed by a complex symbiotic colony of bacteria, molds, and microorganisms. Contained in pulsating Sacs, the peat visibly breathes and reacts to touch with slight tremors. Artists manipulate it by introducing specific chemical precursors or emitting sounds at calibrated frequencies, inducing the production of different pigments. Each peat colony has a unique ‘personality,’ with its chromatic tendencies that the artist must learn to know and respect.

	 

	Tower: A building several floors high, destined for Professionals and nobles. Unlike common dwellings, which grow organically from the Sac floor, towers are complex structures that require the coordinated intervention of many architects. The noble tower, the most imposing with six floors, is characterized by a conical dome on the top that periodically emits clouds of luminous spores. Inside some towers, living tissues are particularly reactive and sensitive, with biological security systems that respond to intruders.

	 

	Valve-door: An organic opening that serves as a door in homes and buildings. Formed by overlapping membranes that open and close in response to a specific stimulus. The simplest valve-doors react to physical pressure or body heat; the more sophisticated ones, as in the noble tower, respond to olfactory stimuli, recognizing the smell of those trying to cross them. If an unauthorized person attempts to pass, the valve can emit biochemical alarms or activate defense mechanisms.

	 

	Winefluid: A Powerful alcoholic beverage stored in specialized organic spheres. Of intense purple color and dense consistency, it is produced through the fermentation of tissues and fungi. It rapidly induces a state of intoxication that can degenerate into hallucinations at high doses. Consumed primarily by commoners seeking temporary escape, it is formally forbidden to members of the Professions during the exercise of their duties, but the prohibition is often ignored. Kutha, a disgraced artist, is particularly dependent on it.

	 

	Vault: The upper part of the Sac's internal environment, a vast curved surface studded with glowstones from which the Greater Membranes depart. Located hundreds of meters above ground level, the Vault represents the ‘sky’ for the inhabitants of the Sac. During the illumination cycle, the glowstones embedded in the Vault create luminous patterns that the inhabitants interpret as divine signs.

	 


WHAT IS HAPPENING AT THE HEALERS’ TOWER?

	 

	[image: Book cover of Ravenous Mother - A Healer, a dark fantasy novella from the Motherverse saga]

	 

	A Healer [is available now!]

	Khulekani is no ordinary healer. He saves lives and ends them with equal nonchalance. He selects the condemned to feed the Mother, purges humanity of impurity. Knowledge is his only purpose.

	 

	"The Mother feeds the child. The child feeds the Mother."

	
MEANWHILE, AT THE LAST FORT…

	 

	 

	[image: Book cover of Ravenous Mother - Two Gatherers, a dark fantasy novella from the Motherverse saga]

	 

	Two Gatherers [is available now!]

	Five days, Two gatherers with nothing to lose. A perfect plan that won't stop falling apart.

	 

	"The Mother feeds the child. The child feeds the Mother."
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