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  Chapter 1


   


  THE CAVE WAS DARK AND DAMP, lit only by a faint bioluminescence. Vines of inky green, deep purple, and midnight black climbed its stone walls in clumps like nests of snakes. A large black insect darted inside, bobbing drunkenly through the air; three pairs of stiff wings flapped on its back, one for each of its probosces. 


  A huge purple bulge burst out from within the twisted vines and split into a gaping maw before snapping shut around the insect, swallowing it whole.


  As the vines writhed around their prey, the swollen segment slowly receded. The sound of beating wings seemed to echo through the cave. 


  A drop of mucus fell from the top of the stone chamber and onto the slimy moss below, trailed by a streak of translucent residue. The moss began to pulse, swiftly absorbing the glistening droplet until nothing remained. 


  In a corner illuminated by softly glowing fungi, a tide of white erupted from a crevice between stone and soil and overtook the surrounding ground: mycelium, pristine and bright. It grew and spread, reaching out with its millions of tendrils before pulsing toward the center of the cave. As it gathered, it stretched out and lengthened into a human form. One foot emerged and stepped onto the thick blanket of moss and promptly sank into it up to its pale ankle. 


  Anzhe looked at this ankle—at this human body held together by bone, muscle, and blood vessels. Its joints were quite articulate, but the rigidity of the bone structure meant it wasn’t nearly as mobile as he was used to. Toenails formed out of keratin, smooth and translucent. They were vestigial organs: what remained of bestial claws. 


  He lifted his foot and stepped forward. The damp moss that had dipped beneath his weight bounced back easily with his absence, shifting upright like wriggling worms.


  When he brought his foot back down, it came to rest on something else: the bones of a human arm. 


  In the darkness, Anzhe turned toward the skeleton. Fungus and vines had burrowed deep into the bones; green tendrils wound their way around the pelvis and femurs. Colorful fungi sprouted all throughout the ribcage like a profusion of overgrown flowers.


  Luminescent mushrooms had filled in its eye sockets and replaced the missing teeth, scattering motes of green light like sand, blurred by the mist inside the cave. 


  Anzhe stared at the skeleton for a very long time. Eventually, he bent to pick up a satchel made of tanned hide that had been left beside it. Its contents had escaped being damaged by the humidity; the bag contained some clothes, human comestibles, and a blue chip card about half the size of Anzhe’s palm. The numbers printed on it read 3261170514. 


  Three days ago, this skeleton had been a living person. 


   


  ***


   


  “Three-two-six-one-one-seven-zero-five-one-four,” the young human had said in a thready rasp, his features painted an eerie green in the light of the cave. “My ID number. This is my identification card. I can’t return to the human base without it.”


  “Can I help you make it back?” Anzhe had asked. 


  The human smiled, his right hand falling weak and limp to his side. The chip slipped from his fingers and disappeared into the uneven layers of moss. He looked up from where he was sitting against the stone wall, his left hand pressed to the site of a harrowing wound in his chest. A pale gray spike of bone had pierced him from sternum to scapula, and the surrounding flesh had festered and begun to decay. Grayish clumps of necrosis covered the spike, while the skin around it had taken on an inky green tinge. Dark fluid dripped steadily down his chest with every breath. 


  He was panting for air, his voice very weak. “I’m not making it back, little mushroom.”


  The man’s shirt was soaked through, his skin bloodless and pale and his lips dry and cracking. Every so often, his whole body seized with spasms.


  Anzhe watched him, unsure what to say. All he could do was murmur the young man’s name. “An Ze?” 


  “You’re almost fluent now.” The man looked down at himself. Aside from the pus and blood, he was also covered in snow-white hyphae—these were Anzhe’s filaments. They spread and elongated, conforming to the injuries on An Ze’s body. The mushroom had been trying to stop the dying man’s bleeding, but his mycelium had absorbed and digested the flowing blood on instinct. 


  “I can’t believe you’ve learned so much just from absorbing my DNA. The corruption index here really is high.”


  Scattered bits of knowledge bloomed inside Anzhe’s mind. After a few seconds of processing, he understood that “corruption index” was a term for the rate at which genes mutated. Now, human genetic information was flowing into him from An Ze’s blood. 


  “Think about how much you’ll know…once I’m dead…and you’ve digested all of me.” An Ze stared up at the ceiling of the cave, one corner of his mouth quirking into a smile. “Then my life will have meant something…but I don’t know if it will actually be a good thing…for you.”


  Anzhe said nothing. He moved his body toward An Ze, his newly grown human arms wrapping around his shoulders. Hyphae poured over the human, piling up around him to keep his failing body upright. 


  The dying man’s gasps were the only sound in the silent cave. 


  After a long moment, An Ze spoke up again. “My life had no meaning… I never had any talents, so everyone always left me behind. It makes sense to me. To be honest, I’m glad I won’t be going back to the human base. It’s no different from the wilderness—only…people of value get to live there. I’ve wanted to die for a long time now. I just wasn’t expecting to meet a creature as gentle as you before I went, little mushroom.” 


  Anzhe didn’t really understand what those words meant. “Value” and “death” meant nothing to him, but he did catch that particular phrase again. The human base. 


  “I want to go to the human base,” he said against An Ze’s shoulder. 


  “Why?”


  Anzhe raised his hand, fingers grasping in midair as if he might catch a passing breeze. But they only closed around empty air. 


  Empty, just like his body. 


  In the deepest part of him was a gaping emptiness, one that couldn’t be filled or healed. It brought with it a hollowness and terror that plagued him endlessly—day in and day out. 


  He spoke carefully, piecing together the human language. “I lost…my spore.” 


  “Spore?” An Ze said.


  “My…seed.” Anzhe didn’t know how to explain. 


  Every mushroom had spores. Some had many of them, others only one. A spore was a mushroom’s seed; it grew from the gills and would eventually be carried on the wind somewhere into the forest, to put down roots and become a new mushroom. That mushroom, in turn, would slowly mature and grow its own spores. Germinating spores was a mushroom’s one purpose, but he’d already lost his only spore long before it was even close to ready. 


  When An Ze turned his head, slowly, Anzhe could hear his bones click with the effort—like a worn-down human machine. 


  “Don’t go to the Base,” An Ze said urgently, his voice cracking. “You’ll die.”


  “…Die?” Anzhe echoed.


  “Only humans can enter the Base. You won’t make it past the Judge.” An Ze coughed, then took a rattling breath. “Don’t go, little mushroom.”


  “I…” Anzhe didn’t know what to do. 


  The man dug his hands hard into Anzhe’s mycelium, his breaths coming faster and faster. “Do as I say,” he demanded. After a spate of violent shaking as he gasped for breath, An Ze slowly closed his eyes. His voice was very quiet. “You can’t fight, and you have no way to defend yourself. You’re just…you’re just a little mushroom.” 


   


  ***


   


  Sometimes, Anzhe deeply regretted telling An Ze he wanted to go to the Base. 


  If he had never said anything, An Ze wouldn’t have spent his final moments trying to stop him. Perhaps he could have listened to An Ze tell another story, or even brought him out of the darkness of the cave—maybe they could have gone to look at the lights of the aurora dancing in the sky one last time. 


  But An Ze’s eyes wouldn’t ever open again. 


   


  ***


   


  The memory evaporated into the air, the way An Ze’s life had disappeared from the world. All that remained in front of Anzhe now was that snow-white skeleton. 


  And he was still going to betray An Ze’s final request. 


  Slowly, he unfolded his hand. In the center of his smooth, delicately lined palm lay a copper-colored bullet casing. It was very heavy and engraved with markings that were difficult for Anzhe to understand, but certainly uncommon. He’d discovered it in the same area he’d lost his spore, and he hadn’t let it go since. 


  If there was even the slightest chance he could get his spore back, this cylindrical casing represented all of it. And it was an object that had been made by humans.


  With a soft exhale, he put the casing in An Ze’s backpack and next retrieved the clothes An Ze had once worn: a bloodstained gray long-sleeve button-down, stiff black overalls, and black leather boots. 


  With that, he headed out of the cave. The clothing, slightly too big for him, scraped at his skin as he moved, sending tiny electrical signals from the nerve endings in his skin through his central nervous system. As a first-time user of a human body, Anzhe wasn’t used to this feeling. He furrowed his brows and rolled up his shirtsleeves. 


  The path through the cave was long and winding, flanked by overgrown vines on either side; they pushed at each other for space, but receded like the tide when Anzhe passed, coiling up at the top of the cave.


  After three more turns through the maze, the blowing of a humid breeze revealed the cave entrance. Anzhe pushed aside the veil of withered vines draping over the cave’s mouth and saw mushrooms—his kin—stretching into the distance as far as he could see, so tall they seemed to reach the sky. Between their caps, dim gray light filtered through from the sky, laced with ribbons of green light. Anzhe smelled rain, fog, snakeskin, and rotting vegetation. Everything was silent and peaceful.


  It was still dusk. He sat down beneath the whitish mushroom growing closest to the cave and retrieved a yellowing map from his backpack. Each region of the map had been shaded in patches according to its danger index. An Ze had once pointed out the rough location of their cave on the map. It was the darkest spot on the entire sheet, indicating both its danger level and its corruption index were ranked at six stars—it was known as “the Abyss.” Its location on the map was also marked with other strange symbols. Anzhe matched them to the legend in the bottom right corner of the map and found them to be indicators for mushrooms, carnivorous vegetation, both single-species and hybrid mammals, crawling monsters, crawling venomous monsters, winged monsters, amphibious monsters, mixed-terrain monsters, and humanoid monsters…all of which populated the Abyss. Besides these, the Abyss was also host to geographical features such as ravines, hills, mountains, and the ruins of abandoned cities and old roads. 


  Following the cardinal points, Anzhe looked to the north of the map. To the right of this colorfully splotched section lay a patch of featureless white, marked with a red five-pointed star. Next to it was the location’s name: Northern Base.


  The green light deepened as the canvas of the sky became pitch-black. By around midnight, Anzhe could just barely make out the positions of the stars. He knew the brightest one was Polaris, and that it pointed north, so he aligned the topmost arrow on the map in its direction and ventured forth, stepping over decomposing wood, fallen leaves, mycelium, and muddy soil as he went. 


   


  ***


   


  The night was not fully dark—the way was lit by the dancing green lights in the sky that humans called the aurora. All Anzhe could see were mushrooms: massive ones with huge caps, in yellow, red, and brown; little ones, clustered densely on rocks and cliff faces; round puffballs that scattered across the ground, bursting forth in a fog of spores that fell to the earth and split open on the wet mulch to grow into spherical fungi just like their progenitors. Some mushrooms didn’t even have caps—just white or yellow tendrils, clustered together or spread out like starbursts that drifted in the air like seaweed. 


  But mushrooms weren’t the only things that dwelt here. Vines, mosses, shrubs, carnivorous flowers, and bizarrely shaped trees all lay quietly in wait in the darkness. Through the greenery, misshapen shadows—beasts, or things somewhere between human and beast—ran, howled, and fought with each other. There were even clashes between cannibalistic plants; the chorus of howls beat against Anzhe’s eardrums. The mud and stones were stained in fresh blood of all colors. He watched a pine tree bend down to swallow a two-tailed serpent with pitch-black scales; he saw a gargantuan toad reach out with its tongue to rip a bat with human arms right out of the air. Mere minutes after it swallowed the bat, a pair of black wings sprouted from its warty, slime-covered back, curled and limp. Things like this happened a thousand times every day. The mushroom had grown used to it long ago. 


  At that moment, a massive gray beast padded up to him. It had four eyes and was covered in scales, fur, and feathers alike; its skull had a crocodile’s shape, but with seven great fangs like a wolf’s protruding from its leering mouth. It drew close to Anzhe, its scarlet snout taking in his scent. 


  Anzhe didn’t move. He leaned silently against a mushroom stalk and breathed evenly until the beast had sniffed every inch of him. Eventually, uninterested, the monstrous creature turned and dragged itself away. 


  Nothing paid him any attention, Anzhe realized, despite his human shape. Perhaps it was because mushrooms were common and not particularly nutritious or dangerous—they could even potentially be poisonous. He and the creatures around him were beings from different worlds that did not overlap, and so they could coexist in peace. 


  Maybe An Ze had been right—he really was just a little mushroom.




  Chapter 2


   


  ANZHE WALKED FOR A LONG TIME. Even after many days and nights of travel, the distance only amounted to the width of his smallest fingernail on his map, and he was still a whole finger’s length away from the Northern Base. Without human-made transportation, he had no idea how much longer it would take to get there.


  Eventually, the cold humidity of the forest gave way to hard ground beneath his feet. At dusk, the sun sank into the black mountain range in the distance like a piercing red eye embraced by its dark lashes. As daylight gradually waned, Anzhe did his best to decipher the words and symbols on the map by the light of the aurora already tinting the sky. 


  The dried-up riverbed he had just crossed marked the border of the Abyss. Past that border was an area called the Second Plain; it had a danger level of three stars and a contamination level of two. It was populated by large arthropod monsters and rodents; its primary vegetation was common shrubbery instead of fungi.


  Certainly, gone were the drastic variations in elevation, the rift valleys at every turn, and the tall, tangled shadows of the trees in the night. Here was a wide-open space where he could see for miles into the distance, into the flat and endless dusk. But it made Anzhe uneasy. The dry climate of the Second Plain seemed an unsuitable habitat for a mushroom. Unable to find soil from which to absorb nutrients, he would have to rely on human methods to replenish his energy, such as sleeping.


  So he kept on walking until he came upon a slight dip in the terrain, a hollow sparsely covered with pale green grass. He settled down into the hollow with his arms wrapped around his knees and curled into a comfortable position. Most of a mushroom’s life was spent sleeping, but this was his first time sleeping as a human.


  Sleep for a mushroom meant staying quietly in one place, waiting for time to pass. It seemed a little different for humans. Not long after he closed his eyes, endless darkness swallowed him like a rising tide. His body grew light…or rather, it felt as though he was gradually losing his connection to it.


  At some point, he heard the wind howling in his ears. Wind from the plains had once been his favorite thing, but the sound meant nothing to him now. That same wind had lost his spore when it was trundling around in his favorite part of the plain. The wind had carried human voices as well, but he couldn’t remember what most of the words had been. The small fragments he did remember were only bits and pieces that didn’t fit together.


  “It’s so… How strange. This…”


  “…good?”


  “Take… Here… Sample.”


  The next instant, an indescribable pain had radiated to every inch of his body. He was penetrated by an unbearably hollow feeling—a hole had appeared in his consciousness, one that could never, ever, be filled. He knew at that moment that he had lost his most precious possession. Terror spread through him. 


  Since then, he’d begun living in caves instead. He began to dread the sound of the wind.


  Heart pounding, Anzhe was suddenly overwhelmed with fear—the same fear he’d felt when he lost his spore. His eyes flew open. He realized at once that he’d been dreaming. Only humans dreamed. But in the next second, his breathing stopped. He saw the source of his terror: a black creature that stood in front of him. 


  Two crimson compound eyes glinted in the darkness. Tensing, Anzhe slowly looked down to see three pairs of scythe-like forelimbs glistening coldly under the moonlight, each one razor sharp and long as an adult human was tall. Anzhe trembled when he realized what the creature was. It was an old, innate fear, passed down through generations of mushrooms over thousands of years, from the very first ancestor that had died from a swarm of termites.


  The ferocious beasts of the Abyss may not have cared for mushrooms, but the giant arthropods of the Second Plain could very well see him as a rare delicacy. As soon as this thought formed in his mind, Anzhe instinctively rolled away to one side.


  There was a loud thud, and the earth quaked as the monster’s forelimb sank into the ground next to him—right where he had lain only a second ago. Anzhe grabbed his backpack and clambered to his feet. As he took off running toward a cluster of nearby bushes, the dense pitter-patter of the arthropod’s claws against the earth rang close in his ears. 


  When the sounds began to fade into the distance, Anzhe finally glanced back to take a clear look at the monster. In the light of the aurora, he could see that it was an enormous black ant-like creature, thousands of times an ant’s ordinary size. 


  Fortunately, this thing was encumbered by its own mass; it couldn’t seem to keep up with a human. If Anzhe could get to that cluster of bushes before—


  He stumbled and fell.


  It was only an instant, but that was all it took for the monster’s shadow to fall upon him. With a shrill whistle of wind, it slashed its scythe-like forelimb against his arm.


  Anzhe’s sleeve was suddenly empty, hanging limply from his shoulder. The monster’s claw swiped uselessly at the air. It paused, a little surprised at this development. 


  From within Anzhe’s sleeve, new hyphae sprouted and extended. Soon, a whole human arm had reformed. Anzhe dropped to the ground and rolled, avoiding another strike from the monster just in time. He pushed himself off the ground and dove into the underbrush, putting two dense bushes between the giant arthropod and himself.


  It wasn’t enough to escape the monster’s attention. Anzhe took a few hurried gasps of air, and his body began to change. The outlines of his arms, fingers, and the rest of his body blurred as something seemed to surge beneath their surface, transforming them back into mycelium. He was preparing to make his escape in a more flexible form.


  But then—


  Boom!


  A white light streaked across the sky, slamming hard into the giant ant at the joint between its head and its thorax. After the initial sound of its impact, the white light exploded noiselessly, tinges of red flames dancing within it. Still crouched behind the bushes, Anzhe stared, wide-eyed, as the monstrous thing snapped in half and fell to the ground with another loud boom!


  The impact shook loose the leaves overhead, sending them raining down all around Anzhe. The monster’s head landed less than two feet away from him, its bloodred eyes still fixed on him.


  In the Abyss, Anzhe had seen the disembodied segments of creatures still moving even after they’d been cut to pieces. He was about to get up and put some distance between himself and the thing when he heard conversation nearby.


  “That’s the last of our U-bombs,” said a man’s deep voice. “Let’s head back to Base after we collect the body.”


  Another man’s voice responded, a little higher than the first. “Arthropod shells fetch a pretty good price. I didn’t expect to land a catch at the last minute.”


  They both fell quiet after that. Footsteps drew nearer, the sounds of rustling and of thick-soled leather boots treading on sandy ground.


  Humans.


  Anzhe hadn’t seen a human since An Ze died. He lifted his head from behind the bushes—carefully, but the leaves still rustled faintly with the movement. 


  “Watch out!” shouted the first voice. Three pitch-black barrels pointed toward him in unison. 


  As Anzhe looked at them, he couldn’t help but remember that jumbled conversation from the night he lost his spore. But An Ze had allowed him a glimpse of a different side of human nature—now he knew they could be kind and companionable as well. 


  He considered his current predicament for a moment before speaking up: “H-hello.”


  The light of the aurora illuminated the scene before him as clearly as the sun: three humans, all male, dressed in dark gray clothing cinched with wide, brown belts, from which hung box magazines. The one in the middle stood much taller than his companions; he was the one who had mentioned using the last of their U-bombs earlier.


  The man’s voice was steady now as he asked, “Human?”


  Anzhe hesitated for a moment. He considered the weapon that had blasted the monster into halves. “Yes,” he replied.


  “What’s your name? And your ID number? Where are your teammates?” the man barked.


  “Anzhe. 3261170514. We got separated.”


  Frowning, the man stared intently down at Anzhe. His thick, dark eyebrows framed his eyes, their black irises a stark contrast to the sclera; a tall nose sat above thick lips. Altogether, his features didn’t evoke a sense of danger in Anzhe the way the fierce beasts in the Abyss had. Anzhe pressed his lips together and looked back at him.


  A few seconds later, one of the other two men—the shorter one with dark skin—loaded his gun with a click. He glared at Anzhe menacingly. “Take off your clothes,” he growled, his tone clipped and harsh.


  Anzhe stood up from behind the bushes. He undid the first button of his gray shirt, then the second, revealing the skin at his collar. It was smooth and fair as cream, like the color of his hyphae.


  The third man let out a whistle. He had straw-colored hair, pale skin splotched with red, and many lines on his face—Anzhe knew these were a sign of a human’s age. His gray-blue eyes were slightly upturned at the corners as he gawked openly at Anzhe. 


  Anzhe lowered his head, then undid the rest of his buttons and peeled off his shirt.


  The man with the gray-blue eyes stepped closer and whistled again as he looked Anzhe up and down. His gaze was almost viscous, like the saliva of a beast from the Abyss. After giving Anzhe another once-over, he circled around to his side. 


  The next thing Anzhe knew, the man had seized his wrist. He ran his fingers over the skin there, his thumb rubbing circles against the bone, and asked in his reedy voice, “What’s this?”


  Anzhe looked down: A pattern of red scratches covered the back of his hand and his wrist. They were courtesy of the branches in the shrubs he’d dove into when he was trying to evade the monster. He turned his head, signalling to the undergrowth behind him with his eyes. “From the leaves.”


  A short silence followed. After a few moments, the man smacked his lips and said, “Are you going to take off the rest yourself, or do you need help?”


  Anzhe didn’t move; he vaguely understood what they were doing. There were similar situations recorded in An Ze’s memories. Monsters could contaminate the genetic material of humans as well as that of other monsters. The first step in assessing whether a stranger had been contaminated was to fully inspect his body for visible wounds. However, the man behind him made him uncomfortable. When Anzhe had been just a mushroom, snakes would sometimes slither over his stalk and cap—this felt much the same.


  Anzhe looked again toward the man in the middle. He had come across many ferocious beasts in the Abyss and had learned to roughly assess what could pose a threat to him. At this moment, his instincts told him that this man was the least dangerous of the three of them.


  The man with the deep voice met Anzhe’s eyes for a short moment. Then he turned to his colleague. “Hawthorne. We’re out in the wild. Get a grip.”


  Hawthorne scoffed, his gaze roaming even more freely over Anzhe’s body.


  After a few seconds, the tall man said to Anzhe, “Come with me to the back.” Anzhe obediently complied, stepping around the giant head of the fallen monster.


  Once the man had confirmed that there were no other wounds on his body other than the cuts from the branches, he asked, “How long have you been separated from your teammates?”


  Anzhe thought for a moment. “One day.”


  “You’re very lucky.”


  “There don’t seem to be many monsters here.”


  “But quite a lot of bugs,” the man said. He didn’t speak much, but it made him seem that much more dependable.


  Anzhe buttoned his shirt back up. Looking at the man, he asked quietly, “Is your group heading back to Northern Base?”


  The man grunted in assent.


  “Then…” Anzhe hesitated. “Can you take me with you? I have my own food and water.”


  “It’s not up to me.” As he said that, the man walked back out from where they were standing behind the monster. To his teammates, he reported, “No wounds. Should we take him with us?”


  Hawthorne crossed his arms and smiled as he looked at Anzhe. He whistled a third time. “Why not? What’s one more?” He turned to the third man. “What do you say, Boss?”


  Following his gaze, Anzhe turned and met the stormy eyes of the dark-skinned man.




  Chapter 3


   


  PALE GREEN LIGHT spilled from the aurora and onto the ground, reflecting off the man’s dark skin as an eerie shade of green like the scales of some reptile. Finally, he spoke up. “We’re not arbiters. We can’t tell if he’s one hundred percent human.” 


  “Be that as it may,” drawled Hawthorne, crossing his arms, “the contamination index of the Second Plain is only two stars.” 


  The dark-skinned man was silent for a beat. “The typical mutation period on the Second Plain is four hours. We won’t know until then.” 


  “Fine,” said Hawthorne. “We’ll pack up the goods, and if he hasn’t turned by then, we’ll bring him along.”


  The other man finally nodded. All three of them exchanged looks, as if coming to an agreement. The taller man in the middle turned to Anzhe and introduced himself. “I’m Vance.”


  “Nice to meet you,” said Anzhe. 


  Hawthorne, whom Anzhe already disliked, did the same. “Hawthorne.” 


  The man they’d called “Boss” paused for a moment before saying, “Anthony.” 


  Anzhe greeted him as well. “Thank you,” he added.


  “You’re welcome.” Vance chuckled. “We’re all fellow humans, and we just lost a teammate. We’re in need of another pair of hands.” 


  He went to the spot where the head of the monster had fallen and gave instructions to the rest of the group. “We’ll go as soon as we’ve gotten everything from the corpse. Don’t waste any time.” He took out a pair of gloves and a long knife from his pack and handed them to Anzhe. “Go carve the legs off.” 


  Anzhe took the gloves and knife and acquiesced politely. He walked up to the lower half of the monster, tugged on his gloves, and began to examine its body. 


  The arthropod was massive. It had a mostly smooth outer shell, but in places there were long, sharp, hairy thorns or bulbous protrusions. The monster’s legs—all six of them—were long and spindly, split into three segments and carpeted in dense black fur. 


  Meanwhile, Vance and Anthony were harvesting the creature’s head. They first removed the plates on the skull to allow the cranial fluids to drain, then scraped the inside clean. Hawthorne hung around nearby, standing guard. 


  Anzhe unsheathed his dagger and focused on carving up the joints. It took him about five minutes to break off one segment; one leg separated from the body and plopped to the ground. White, viscous liquid much like the brain fluid poured from the incision, seeping slowly into the yellow sand.


  He heard Hawthorne teasing him. “Don’t go hurling on us now, sweetheart.” 


  Anzhe didn’t react. He quietly worked on the next leg. This monster wasn’t particularly disturbing to him. In fact, he found it a lot easier to deal with than many of the other creatures that stalked the Abyss. 


  But Hawthorne wasn’t done with him. Footsteps sounded behind him as the man approached and put his hand on Anzhe’s shoulder, fingers sliding down his arm. “How old are you, babe?” 


  Anzhe heard hunger in his voice—the kind beasts exhibited toward their prey. Based on his limited knowledge, however, humans didn’t eat their own kind. 


  He answered calmly. “Nineteen.”


  An Ze had been nineteen this year. He’d eaten An Ze’s genes, so he was probably nineteen too. 


  “Really? I wouldn’t have guessed more than seventeen.” Hawthorne’s gurgling laugh resounded in his chest, his voice reedy and hoarse. Anzhe frowned, confused. 


  “Hawthorne.” Vance’s voice cut in. “Focus on standing guard.”


  With a careless huff, Hawthorne squeezed Anzhe’s shoulder one more time before ambling off. 


  Once more, Anzhe considered how different individual humans could be. An Ze was nothing like the people who’d taken his spore, and Vance was nothing like Hawthorne. Anzhe was grateful to him. 


  He returned to the task at hand, splitting each leg into three segments and piling them into one neat stack. The gleaming, metallic exoskeleton was hard as rock, and it made a bright clinking sound when he stacked the segments together. 


  By the time he’d finished with all six legs, Vance and Anthony were done with the head and had come to his half of the body. Vance smiled at the neat pile of legs. “You’ve got a good eye for detail.” He turned to Hawthorne. “Get the truck.” 


  Hawthorne turned and left without a word. 


  Anzhe stood to the side, watching Vance and Anthony cut apart the abdomen. “Do you need any help?” he asked. 


  Vance was wearing gloves, and he held a pair of black pliers the size of human shinbones in his hands. “You don’t have much experience out here, do you?”


  “…No,” said Anzhe. 


  “Then just stay where you are.” Vance pried the plates off the creature’s abdomen where it connected to the thorax. They had uneven edges, connected to their siblings with sharp black spikes that glinted gray. 


  “There’s a lot of thorns on this one,” said Vance. “You might get poked if you’re not careful. The Second Plain’s contamination level is low, but not zero.” 


  Anzhe obediently took a few steps back. He watched them work down the corpse, the black exoskeleton picked apart piece by piece as whitish guts and other innards spilled across the ground. 


  Gradually, Anzhe noticed a low rumbling. He looked to his right to see a boxy armored truck rolling up to them like some kind of massive beetle-like monster. It was a familiar sight—An Ze’s old team had had five such vehicles.


  When the truck drew near, Hawthorne hopped out from the cab. Without looking up, Vance said, “Help him load the truck.” 


  Anzhe complied. Picking up scales from the ground, he carefully tied them together with rope before handing them to Hawthorne, who put them into the storage compartment. 


  The massive creature was broken down even further while Anzhe collected more and more scales. As he bundled one stack, though, he stilled. 


  The black spiky scale he was holding—a few beads of dark-colored fluid hung from the very tip of the thorns. They were so fine that one had to look closely not to miss them. He looked at the innards that stained the ground, double-checking that the creature’s fluids were all white, yellow, or clear. 


  What were these dark droplets, then? He thought of the blood that had flowed from An Ze just before he died. 


  Anzhe turned to Vance and Anthony, both of whom were calmly focused on dissecting the corpse. Nothing looked out of the ordinary, so Anzhe could only assume it wasn’t worth noting. He put his head down, returning to his task. 


  Once they’d finally finished dissecting the creature, the three humans were also assured to their satisfaction that Anzhe wasn’t about to turn into some freakish monster himself.


  “Everyone get in,” said Vance. “Back to Base. Anzhe comes too.” 


  One armored truck could hold seven or eight people. There was a resting area inside that had been roughly split into three rooms in a row from front to back, but each of those rooms was extremely cramped and narrow. A human had to crouch when they were moving around inside. 


  Anzhe was assigned the section at the back, with the door of the truck to his right. He laid his head on his backpack while Anthony went to drive; Vance was his forward neighbor, and Hawthorne was the furthest inside, closest to the front. 


  The doors closed, plunging them into darkness, with the only light filtering in from a little side window. After some jostling, the truck steadily began to move forward with only the occasional bump.


  Anzhe stared at the darkness in front of him. He felt like he’d been caught by a black tide, dragged along by its waters to the Northern Base—a place he knew nothing about. He felt enveloped by bewilderment and a faint sense of helplessness. In the darkness, he waited. 


  When the light coming through the window grew stronger, his surroundings brightened as well. The truck stopped. Anzhe heard Hawthorne get up and take a few steps before opening the door between the cab and the resting area to trade places with Anthony.


  Anthony’s breathing was loud and he moved more sluggishly; the floor shook when he lay down. 


  “You all right?” asked Vance. 


  “Just tired,” replied Anthony. 


  More time passed before it was Vance’s turn to take over for Hawthorne. 


  Anzhe curled up into a ball by instinct. He knew this meant Hawthorne would sleep next door to him, and it filled him with unease—and yet the sound of someone lying down nearby didn’t come. 


  Eyes wide open, Anzhe waited. 


  There was a rustling of footsteps, and then he felt someone’s entire weight upon him. 


  “Hey, baby…” Hawthorne’s voice was low and very hoarse. He drove his legs in between Anzhe’s, arms bracketing his shoulders. Anzhe struggled as if by instinct, but the man’s greater strength pinned him down. “That guy Vance isn’t here now… I know what you are. I’ve been part of more mercenary squads than he’s ever heard of.” 


  Anzhe’s moment of struggle had cost him a lot of energy. “Please don’t do this,” he panted. 


  “Do what?” Hawthorne snickered. His grin looked twisted in the darkness. 


  Anzhe said nothing. Hawthorne let go of his shoulder and fumbled for his belt; he only needed one hand to keep Anzhe still, and that seemed to please him. His smile widened, his speech becoming more crass. “What do you think you’re doing, darling? You can’t drive, can’t use any of the heavy weapons—the second a monster shows up all you’ll be able to do is die. Why else did your teammates bring you out here? Eye candy?”


  He squeezed Anzhe’s neck and bent closer, his bristly cheek scraping Anzhe’s throat. Anzhe was assaulted by the stench of cigarettes. “I’ve seen plenty of little sluts like you…but none quite so pretty. What merc squads have you been with?”


  Anzhe fought to catch his breath. Hawthorne was an immovable weight on top of him, his tongue wet and hot where it dragged across his skin. Anzhe turned his head away, coughing from cigarette smoke. In the dark, he groped around with his right hand until he found the dagger Vance had tossed him. 


  At that moment, two doors down, a loud crash came from where Anthony lay. It sounded like something had been knocked over. 


  “Easy there, Boss,” Hawthorne guffawed. “It’ll be your turn soon.” 


  Hawthorne’s taunting seemed to fall upon deaf ears, because the sound of footsteps drew near. 


  Hawthorne cursed and dragged Anzhe upright, pinning him against the wall to yank at his clothes. Anzhe stopped fighting back. His hand tightened around the dagger as he stared out into the dark aisle. White hyphae quietly crept along the ground at his feet, as if lying in wait. 


  But the next moment froze him completely—a creature, with a human’s torso but six spindly limbs extending from its back, walked slowly in from the aisle, dragging its soft, curled wings behind it, lit by the eerie crimson glow of a pair of compound eyes. 




  Chapter 4


   


  THE CREATURE HAD THE SAME dark brown skin as Anthony. But his human face had twisted beyond recognition. Fine brown scales covered the place where his eyes had once been, with deep grooves extending diagonally from either side of his nose; a long black tube curled from the unnatural protrusion that had once been his mouth. 


  Anthony halted for a moment, the edges of his wings scraping sharply against the inner walls of the truck.


  “What the hell, Anthony?” Hawthorne sounded annoyed. “This isn’t a show.” 


  He leaned in again, his weight heavy on top of Anzhe as he ran his teeth against the base of Anzhe’s neck. Anzhe felt his skin grind, followed by fine pricks of pain, but he could pay it no mind. His whole body tensed as he maintained eye contact with the monster that was Anthony.


  One second. Two. Three.


  The wings folded against Anthony’s back vibrated almost imperceptibly. His proboscis furled and unfurled in the air.


  “Scared?” Lying on top of Anzhe, Hawthorne seemed to sense his tension. He cursed incoherently. “Why’re you pretending?” His hands dug into Anzhe’s waist and he bit down hard on his skin.


  Suddenly, they heard the thrum of vibrating wings. All six of Anthony’s long, thin legs pressed against the ground as he lowered his body, preparing to leap. In the next instant, he launched forward, scrambling madly toward them like an elongated spider.


  Wind rose in the cramped space. Anzhe’s eyes shifted out of focus. His body transformed in a flash, returning to the softness and flexibility of his original mushroom form. His hyphae curled and spread over every surface, nearly filling up the space and temporarily obstructing Anthony’s view.


  The man lying on top of Anzhe stiffened for a moment, then coughed, choking on something. He flailed his limbs in a panic, shouting, “Jesus! What the—”


  Anzhe looked down. When Hawthorne had bitten him, he had taken innumerable soft, filamentous hyphae into his mouth. They had lodged in his airway and throat, and now Hawthorne was coughing, his face a mask of agonizing horror. 


  Countless hyphae had been cut off when Anthony’s forelimb scythed toward them, too. The hyphae were soft and easily broken, without an ounce of structural resilience. They bought Anzhe no more than six seconds of time to escape.


  He estimated the distance between him and Anthony. Then he swiftly wrapped his hyphae around the clothes he’d shed and flowed out from underneath the panicking Hawthorne. He was free. 


  Snow-white hyphae surged outward like foamy waves, condensing into a human form at the back of the truck. Anzhe pressed the button to open the door, which sprang outward with a dull thud. He retracted all of his hyphae at once, then used his hand to grab Hawthorne by his collar and tug hard. Together they rolled out of the moving truck, tumbling solidly onto the sandy ground. 


  Anzhe was at least safer here than in the narrow space at the back of the truck. However, it took only a moment for Anthony to poke his head out of the door. There was a shrill ringing as he beat his wings, and then he rose fifteen feet into the air to make a sudden dive toward them.


  As soon as Anthony took flight, Anzhe had climbed to his feet and bolted in the opposite direction. But Hawthorne simply lay there, face up on the ground, his gaze blank and out of focus. In an instant, Anthony’s razor-sharp forelimb speared right through his chest.


  Far too often, Anzhe had watched monsters in the Abyss hunt—and he’d frequently watched their prey escape. He knew how to get away, and he thought Hawthorne did too. But Hawthorne only seemed to snap out of his trance when blood gushed from his body. With a scream, he grabbed the forelimb that penetrated his chest with both hands and kicked out fiercely in a final struggle to pull himself away from Anthony, whose body had become the shape of a long, black pupa.


  Just then, a great rumble shook the ground. 


  Anzhe whipped his head around to see the armored truck making a sharp turn before speeding back toward them. It had driven quite a distance before Vance had finally noticed something was wrong.


  Anzhe drew in a few hasty breaths, then took off running toward the vehicle. He could see Vance’s anxious face through the window. The cab door sprang open before the truck even reached him, and, just as the two were about to pass each other, Vance’s strong arms reached out to yank Anzhe off the ground. Anzhe moved with the momentum and dove into the cab. Vance swiftly tossed him to the passenger’s side before slamming the door shut, sealing them in from the horrors of the outside.


  “They—” Anzhe began.


  “Nothing we can do!” Vance spun the steering wheel, turning the truck back to their original direction. Then he floored the gas pedal, speeding northward.


  Anzhe leaned back in the passenger’s seat, panting hard to catch his breath. After taking a few moments to calm down, he glanced in the rearview mirror. The mutated Anthony and the gravely injured Hawthorne were tangled together on the ground, caught in a fierce struggle. He watched Anthony lift his forelimb and slam it down, penetrating Hawthorne’s abdomen with force great enough to pin him still. The creature then lifted its head and looked in their direction. After five seconds of contemplation, it seemed to give up on the idea of pursuing the truck; instead, it lowered its head and extended its long proboscis into Hawthorne’s skull. Hawthorne’s body twitched for a few minutes, then went completely limp.


  The truck was fast. It wasn’t long before the two figures disappeared completely among the low shrubs and yellow sand.


  “Anthony mutated?” asked Vance.


  Anzhe turned to look at him. The rims of Vance’s eyes were a little red. Anzhe lowered his head. “I’m sorry.” He was still alive, yet Vance had lost two of his teammates.


  “Why?” Vance forced a smile. “When you work out here, death is just a fact of life. We’re used to it. Could be me next time.”


  But Anzhe still felt awful. Anthony had been infected; if he had told Vance about the drops of what had looked like human blood on the exoskeleton of the ant, perhaps they would have known about Anthony sooner. He lowered his head and told Vance as much.


  Vance was quiet for a few moments. When he spoke again, his voice was lower. “Anthony didn’t turn into an ant. He might have been infected before that; we ran into a swarm of mutated mosquitoes before we found you.”


  “And then he…cut himself again on the exoskeleton?”


  Vance looked out the window. The silence stretched on for a while longer before he said, “Second Plain has a low level of contamination—only two stars. A minor cut or injury won’t necessarily lead to infection. But once it’s discovered, there’s a good chance your team will leave you behind anyway. Many people choose to keep such injuries a secret.” His voice dropped to a murmur. “Because…they want to go home.”


  “Then what about Hawthorne?” 


  If they’d discovered Anthony’s infection earlier, Hawthorne might still be alive.


  “Don’t dwell on it. Hawthorne had it coming.” Vance lit a cigarette and took a hard drag. “He’s done his share of fucked-up shit. He’s got five people’s blood on his hands. If we hadn’t been so short on people this time, Anthony and I wouldn’t have joined up with him at all. What was he doing just now? Was he forcing himself on you?”


  When Anzhe didn’t reply, Vance turned to glance at him. In the twilight, the boy’s profile seemed quiet and calm, like a glistening drop of dew. Someone like him might have any number of unspeakable reasons for being out here in the dangerous wild lands, but Vance didn’t ask.


  Anzhe, for his part, didn’t know what to say to Vance. He was thinking about what happened before Hawthorne had been injured. At first, Hawthorne seemed to have briefly lost consciousness, only coming back to himself once he’d been pierced in the chest. 


  What had Hawthorne done just before that?


  He’d gotten a mouthful of hyphae.


  Anzhe frowned. As a mushroom, he had never needed to know if he was toxic. Now, he suspected he was actually a poisonous mushroom.


  As the truck rolled over the terrain, plant life became even more sparse. There were no living beings in this desert, as far as either of them could tell. Their armored truck was the only thing moving through the land, all alone.


  That night, when the aurora appeared once more in the sky, Vance decided to stop for a rest. He stubbed his cigarette on the steering wheel, then opened the door separating the cab and the resting space behind it and jumped down. His voice rang out in the pitch-black space: “Get some sleep. We’re only half a day’s drive from Base.”


  Anzhe came to the door as well. For the sake of a wider field of view, the cab of the truck was elevated high above the ground; meanwhile, to optimize storage space, the resting area was much lower, closer to the ground. It was a three-foot drop from the cab. He had to jump.


  He wavered for only a moment, but apparently three seconds were enough for Vance to notice his hesitation. “Here, sit down,” he said.


  Anzhe sat at the edge as he was told, letting his legs dangle. Vance wrapped his arms around Anzhe’s upper body and gently helped him down. With his feet solidly on the ground, Anzhe said in a quiet voice, “Thank you very much.”


  “Don’t mention it,” said Vance, his voice steady and gentle. He was smiling. “My little brother was afraid of heights, and I always used to do this for him. He’s about your age.”


  Anzhe tried hard to follow the pattern of human communication. “Does he come out here with you?” he asked tentatively.


  “Yeah,” said Vance. “He did.”


  “But not this time?”


  “He died.” Vance paused for a moment, then said, “Two months ago, he was killed by the arbiters outside the city gates.”


  Arbiters. It was the third time Anzhe had heard the term. The first one he’d heard it from was An Ze, who had been urging him to stay away from the human base when he said, “You won’t make it past the arbiters.”


  The second time was from Anthony. He hadn’t wanted Anzhe to join them. He’d said, “We’re not arbiters. We can’t be sure he’s one hundred percent human.”


  In the memories he’d received from An Ze, this was a term that appeared very often. 


  “…Arbiters?” he repeated.


  “You don’t know about them?” Vance’s voice rose a little in surprise. “What rock have you been living under?”


  “I’ve never really interacted with other people before,” said Anzhe quietly.


  “I can tell.” Vance turned a dial on the side, and a dim white light came from the top of the wall, barely managing to illuminate the narrow space. He took some dry rations from a shelf cubby while Anzhe sat down across from him with his own food and water. 


  As they ate, Vance explained. “The Base is regulated by an order called the Judiciary Act. Accordingly, a high-ranking organization was formed under the jurisdiction of the military, called the Judiciary Court. The court is made up of members called ‘arbiters,’ who usually take shifts at the Base gates. Every one of them has the license to kill with impunity.”


  Something about this was vaguely familiar to Anzhe. He found the relevant information in the memories he’d gotten from An Ze. “…They determine whether the people going into the Base are human or infected?”


  “Mm-hmm,” said Vance. “While some signs of infection are obvious, it’s much more subtle for others. Sometimes the mutation is slow to start, or it’s so high level that an infected person appears no different from a normal human. At the Base, they call people like that ‘aberrations.’”


  Anzhe’s eyes widened. By that logic, he was an aberration.


  Vance unzipped his jacket and slung it over the side of the car. He twisted open the cap of his water thermos. “The Base is too densely populated. If aberrations entered the city, they could go on a killing rampage and spread infection everywhere. The duty of the Judiciary Court is to determine whether every individual entering the city is a human or an aberration. They call this ‘judgment.’”


  “Then…” Anzhe hesitated for a moment. “What happens if they discover an aberration?”


  “What else?” Vance lifted his brow. “Shoot on sight, of course.”


  Anzhe said nothing. He lowered his eyes and took a bite of his hardtack biscuit. He’d only just learned the human method of ingesting food, and this sample was a little rough for him—it scratched the inside of his mouth and throat when he swallowed. He ate very slowly, but his heart was racing. 


  He took another moment to collect himself before he asked, “Can they really detect all aberrations?”


  Vance took a big gulp of water, leaned back against the wall of the truck, and closed his eyes. “Who knows?” There was sorrow in his voice. “The dead aren’t going to talk. No one can know for sure if people who’ve already been executed were really aberrations or not. It was the same for my little brother.”


  Anzhe was quiet. Vance hadn’t answered his question, but still Anzhe listened without a word.


  “He…came with me to the First Plain. The contamination level there is even lower than it is here. I was watching him the whole time. I’m sure he was never injured.” Vance smiled thinly, but his voice was hoarse. “When we reached the gates outside of the Base, the one on shift wasn’t a regular arbiter—it was the leader, the one everyone calls the Judge. Other arbiters usually provide a reason before killing someone, but not him. He’s allowed to kill without reason and accepts no appeals. Even if a high-level Base officer stood before him it would be the same. That’s what he did that day—one look at my brother and he pulled the trigger. I never believed it, but it didn’t matter. It happens all the time. He’s killed so many people, and he’s hated by a lot more. One more hardly makes a difference. Maybe he’ll shoot me too someday.”


  Vance stared blankly at his right hand for a while, then tossed his thermos aside and lay down with his arms pillowed behind his head. Eyes still open and looking at the ceiling, he finally circled back to Anzhe’s question. “They’d rather kill an innocent person by mistake than let any infected slip through. If any real aberrations were to get into the Base, they’d definitely be discovered, but there’s only been one case of an attack by an aberration in a whole year.”


  Anzhe felt nervous. To hide his anxiety, he closed his eyes and rubbed them with his left hand.


  “Go to sleep, kid,” Vance said.


  Anzhe lay down beside him. Whatever happened tomorrow, at least he was safe tonight. There was no monster and no Hawthorne, just Vance, who had been very kind to him.


  Before he fell asleep, Anzhe clutched the shell casing in his hand and stared at the door at the other end of the compartment.


  If…if he opened that door now and snuck out, back into to the wilderness teeming with monsters, he could stay alive. He would escape judgment, the danger of being executed on sight. He didn’t know how long he would manage to live, but it would no doubt be longer than tomorrow.


  But is the spore more important than life itself?


  Yes.


  To a resident of the Abyss, there was nothing more mundane than death. And in this one short day outside of the Abyss, Anzhe had witnessed Anthony’s mutation and Hawthorne’s demise—human life was no more precious than any other.


  Anzhe closed his eyes. He knew he must go to the Northern Base.


   


  ***


   


  The next morning, they continued their trek toward their destination. Since Vance was the only one who could drive, their traveling became more sporadic so he could take enough time to rest. On that day, when they lay down to rest in the afternoon, they didn’t set off northward again until hours later, in the middle of the night. Before dawn, as the aurora faded and the sky began to lighten, Vance said, “We’ll be there soon.”


  Anzhe looked out ahead. In the pale gray mist of the morning, a dome-shaped city slowly emerged from the horizon.


  City. He knew that word. Humans congregated in cities the way mushrooms crowded together during rainy season.


  The truck pressed onward. As the morning mist gradually dissipated, Anzhe could make out more of the dome-shaped city. It had exterior walls of gray steel as high as the tallest mushroom; it would be a struggle to scale them even with twenty humans stacked on top of one another, feet to shoulder. The top of the wall was adorned with steel barbs and spikes that looked as hard and cold as rocks jutting from a frozen cliffside in winter.


  The perimeter of the city wall was covered with surveillance equipment and laser contraptions; any intruder would be immediately discovered. The two city gates were the only points of access—one for entry, the other for exit. They were currently outside the one that allowed only entry.


  Before long, Anzhe spotted a number of small squads like the one Vance had been traveling with. They converged outside the gate, approaching from every direction. Some traveled light, while others wore heavy gear, but each squad had four or five members, all armed. They parked their armored trucks—not unlike the one Vance was driving—in the designated lot, then climbed out and made their way through the gates on foot. Humans and vehicles would be inspected separately.


  Vance got out first. When Anzhe held his arm for support as he jumped down, he thought Vance’s arm felt a little tense in his grip. Perhaps the city gates brought back unpleasant memories of his little brother, Anzhe thought.


  They walked to the gates, where a long line was already forming. It was a little disorderly toward the front, though Anzhe couldn’t see the reason clearly through the crowd. Still, people made their way in single file. He followed Vance toward the back of the line, eyes scanning the surroundings as they went. 


  Soldiers in black uniforms stood on either side of the gate, each with two guns affixed to their belts: one loaded with traditional ammunition, the other a laser weapon. Behind them was a massive heavy cannon with its muzzle pointed directly at the gate. It was clear that any monsters that attempted to attack the city would be blown to a million pieces by this giant machine.


  As Anzhe looked around, his gaze was drawn to one figure in particular. In the distance, in a clear spot at the foot of the city wall, there stood a man in a black uniform like the others. Unlike his comrades, he wasn’t standing guard, but half leaning against the wall with his head down, slowly cleaning the black pistol in his hands. Compared to the other soldiers, he almost looked like he was brazenly breaking rank and flouting the rules.


  However, the uniform he wore—solid black with silver trim—seemed much higher quality and better tailored than those worn by any of the others. His tall, angular build helped, though; he wore it well.


  Vance glanced over, too—then, for some reason, walked a little faster, dragging Anzhe after him. Just as they were about to join the line, Anzhe saw the figure in the distance slowly raise his head.


  Beneath that black uniform cap lay cold green eyes.


  Anzhe came to a sudden stop. He felt a chill rise all around him, as though he were encased in ice.


  Vance turned back to look at him. “What are you—”


  Bang!


  His voice was abruptly cut off.


  Vance’s tall figure swayed slightly on the spot before dropping to the ground with a thud. His eyes were wide open, staring blindly even as a gurgling noise still came from his throat. Blood flowed from the hole in his temple. He twitched a few times, then went completely still.


  Anzhe didn’t even get a chance to grasp the hem of Vance’s shirt, let alone enough time to understand what had just happened. All he could do was look up to meet the eyes of that black-uniformed officer, who slowly shifted the barrel of his pitch-black gun until it pointed directly at Anzhe.




  Chapter 5


   


  VANCE’S BLOOD FORMED a spreading scarlet pool in Anzhe’s peripheral vision. People in line who’d heard the noise turned to look in their direction, only to turn back as if unbothered by the sight. It was like nothing had happened. 


  But Vance was dead. A human had been killed right at the gates of the human base, and nobody seemed to care. 


  Anzhe realized this soldier must be the Judge: the person Vance had mentioned the day before. He was the master of the Judiciary Court, the one who decided if those passing through the gates were human or aberration. He could decide anyone’s fate, no matter who they were, without giving a reason. 


  And now it was Anzhe’s turn at trial. 


  His heart pounded. When the barrel of the gun turned to him, he realized he might actually die—but faced with the Judge’s icy green eyes, he found himself beginning to calm down. 


  Coming to the Northern Base had been his only option, and so standing trial was inevitable, no matter the conclusion.


  In his head, he silently counted the seconds as they passed. 


  One, two, three. 


  The shot never fired. The Judge slowly walked closer, pistol trained on Anzhe the whole time. 


  Those in line seemed to know to make room. They squeezed together toward the front, clearing the area in seconds and leaving Anzhe there alone. 




  [image: ]




  Eleven, twelve, thirteen. 


  By the time he counted to fourteen, the Judge had come to a stop in front of him. The man’s ring finger tightened around the grip; he lowered the gun and then holstered it. 


  “Come with me,” he said. His voice was as coolly unruffled as his expression. 


  Anzhe stood there, waiting for him to lead the way, but three seconds passed and the Judge still hadn’t moved. 


  He looked up in confusion. The Judge’s voice rang out again, even colder than before. “Hold out your hand.”


  Anzhe did so. 


  Click. The coldness of the metal startled him. One silver handcuff lay around his wrist; the other end was held by the officer himself. 


  That was how Anzhe was led away. 


  Strangely enough, though the crowd hadn’t reacted at all to Vance’s execution, whispers broke out as the Judge took Anzhe away.


  Anzhe only had time for one last look at Vance’s fallen corpse before he was pulled through the city gates. 


  The moment he was inside, he realized they weren’t in a corridor but rather a vast space split into several rooms, all harshly lit. Cold light shone off the steel walls like snow-topped shale in wintertime—gray-white and gleaming. 


  Inside, this place was just as dense with armed soldiers and heavy weapons as it had been outside the gates. A group of them surrounded a long, snow-white table, behind which sat three officers dressed in the same black uniform as the Judge. Anzhe guessed they were arbiters.


  There was a man sitting across from them, undergoing questioning.


  “How is your relationship with your wife? Why didn’t she go with you out of the city?” 


  From An Ze’s memories, Anzhe knew infected humans would undergo changes in behavior and mood as well as appearance. Their memories and minds mutated along with their bodies, so interrogation was one method of identifying aberrations. 


  The man who’d brought Anzhe here glanced at the arbiters and said, “Get on with it.” 


  Acknowledging the order, the arbiter in the middle turned to the man under questioning. “You may leave.” 


  Miraculously spared, the man beamed and hurried out through the passage. 


  That meant Anzhe could confirm the identity of the other man as the Judge for certain. He hadn’t told them to hurry up with the interrogation process—his choice of words meant he’d already judged the man to be human. 


  The next person on trial walked to the table from their position at the front of the line. It was a long walk, interspersed with several door-shaped machines; parts of the pathway involved turns and uneven slopes. Anzhe understood that this was intended to show the arbiters how the person moved. He didn’t have time to think about it further, though, because he was pulled around a corner and through a long hallway. 


  His captor took out a black communication device. “Lu Feng of the Judiciary Court. Requesting genetic testing.” 


  Anzhe guessed those first two words were his name. 


  A mechanized door slid open in front of them. Lu Feng strode in, dragging a stumbling Anzhe in behind him. 


  They were in a white-and-silver room packed to the brim with unidentified machinery. Six soldiers stood at attention throughout the room; a young man with short blond hair and bright blue eyes sat behind a workbench at the other end. 


  “Now, what brings Colonel Lu here?” The man pushed his glasses higher upon the ridge of his nose, his voice lilting in what was almost a taunt. “Don’t you prefer to shoot all your problems?” 


  “Please cooperate, Doctor.” Lu Feng’s voice was icy. 


  The Doctor glanced at him, smiling thinly. He rose and said to Anzhe, “Follow me.”


  Anzhe did as he was told and followed him to a shiny chrome platform, where he was instructed to lie down. His limbs were locked into place with mechanized manacles. “Don’t move,” said the Doctor. 


  Something stung Anzhe’s arm. He turned to look, and saw the Doctor was taking a sample of bright red blood.


  “It’s a very healthy color,” the Doctor told him. 


  “Thank you,” said Anzhe. His response seemed to amuse the man. 


  “Send the sample off for genetic testing. It will take an hour.” The Doctor turned back to Anzhe. “The enhanced full-body scan is expected to take forty minutes. Don’t move.” 


  At that, blue light shone from the platform. A low buzz sounded from what felt like the entire room—every atom of air seemed to be its source. The directionless sound reminded Anzhe of distant nights in the Abyss when he could hear the echoes of waves crashing from a far-off sea. In the darkest hours of the night, howls of beasts he couldn’t name would come from that same direction; ululations beyond any description of any human language would sweep across the entire rain-drenched land. 


  The electric current felt like the crawling and biting of ten thousand ants. To a mushroom, forty minutes was not a long time—but Anzhe knew they might be the last forty minutes of his life, so he treasured them. He studied the metal patterns on the ceiling with rapt attention. 


  Time passed. He heard Lu Feng’s voice: “Seran told me your testing methods have advanced.” 


  “Nothing gets past you, does it?” said the Doctor. “We’ve discovered that certain DNA markers will activate during the mutation process. We call them ‘targets,’ classified as either animal or plant types. The new and improved genetic testing process will screen for both at the same time, for a total length of one hour.”


  “Congratulations,” said Lu Feng. 


  The other man laughed. “Colonel, if we make the examination process any more efficient, won’t the Judiciary Court be out of a job?”


  “I look forward to that happening.”


  “You’re no fun at all.”


  Their conversation stopped. 


  Anzhe continued to look at the ceiling, pondering the question of his own “type.”


  He was a mushroom. The Doctor said mutations were classified as either animal or plant. Mushrooms were certainly not animals, for one, but they also weren’t really plants. He didn’t have any leaves, at least… Anzhe found it rather confusing. He thought it made the most sense for him to be a plant, but he couldn’t quite manage to convince himself. 


  He took too much time thinking about it. The blue light receded from his body before he could make up his mind. 


  “It’s done,” said the Doctor. The automated manacles retracted. “Colonel, can I ask why you brought him here for testing?”


  “No.” 


  The Doctor was visibly aghast. He helped Anzhe up and had him sit down on a nearby swivel chair, patting him on the head. “Be a good boy and sit tight for a while. I’ll go take a look at the blood test results.”


  Anzhe sat tight. 


  The Judge—the colonel—sat across from him, watching him coldly with his icy green eyes. He face was severe but youthful; beneath his cap, a few locks of black hair fell over his forehead, covering the upturned ends of his brows. The room’s cool lights lent a sharp glint to the corners of his eyes, which seemed to scrape over Anzhe like a knife. 


  It made Anzhe feel cold. Mushrooms were averse to the cold, and so he spun the chair to turn his back on the colonel. 


  The temperature only seemed to drop further. 


   


  ***


   


  Some time later, the Doctor’s footsteps finally sounded once more, defrosting the room. “Blood test results are normal. You guys can go.” 


  There were a few beats of silence. “You’re one hundred percent sure he’s human?” asked Lu Feng.


  “Sorry to disappoint, but we didn’t find any DNA markers. Other infected people or aberrations present with a dozen at least,” said the Doctor. “See, the little guy doesn’t even want to look at you.”


  “Turn around,” the colonel demanded.


  Silently, Anzhe turned back to face Lu Feng. He avoided both men’s eyes, because he really wasn’t human, but his shiftiness only seemed to trigger this colonel’s temper. His icy voice rang out once more. “What are you afraid of?”


  Anzhe stayed silent. He sensed that the best strategy was to hold his tongue in front of this man, lest he slip up and say something incriminating. 


  Finally, Lu Feng raised an eyebrow and dropped the subject. “Aren’t you going to leave?”


  Anzhe hopped off the chair and followed him out, this time not pulled along by a handcuff—he was free. 


  They made it halfway through the empty hallway before Lu Feng spoke up. “When I first saw you, my instincts told me you weren’t human.” 


  Anzhe felt his heart stop. It took him three full seconds to form the words to respond. “Then…what about after?”


  “This is the first time I’ve ever requested genetic testing.” The colonel handed him the lab results. “You’d better be human.”


  All Anzhe could do was silently take the sheet of paper that gave him a clean bill of health. For a while, the only sound in the silvery-white hallway was their footsteps. 


  There was a turn before the exit. They ran into a squadron led by an arbiter in a black uniform, followed by two armed soldiers escorting a man between them. Beside them was a tall, miserable-looking woman with short hair. 


  “Colonel,” the arbiter greeted Lu Feng. 


  Lu Feng glanced at the man being escorted, whose throat worked convulsively before he cried, “I’m not infected!” 


  The arbiter came to a stop for his report. “Strong suspicion of infection,” he said to Lu Feng. “But in the absence of conclusive evidence, his family insists on a genetic test.”


  Lu Feng made a noise of understanding. The soldiers escorted the man forward, moving past Lu Feng when—


  Bang! 


  Lu Feng withdrew his gun and kept walking without so much as a glance back. “Not necessary.” 


  The man’s body pitched forward, only to be caught by the soldiers. The woman screamed and fainted. 


  Anzhe turned to look at Lu Feng’s face. His expression was still of perfect apathy, something Anzhe had never seen in a human before. He knew An Ze had always been gentle and Vance calm and kind, whereas Hawthorne was full of greed and Anthony never let his guard down—but Lu Feng was different. There was nothing at all in his eyes. 


  To the Judge, thought Anzhe, killing was probably more ordinary than breathing air. There was no reason to feel anything over it; he’d grown used to the act long ago. 


  Anzhe and Lu Feng soon came close to the end of the tunnel. There, two soldiers in simple fatigues were waiting for them with a corpse wrapped in white cloth. Anzhe knew it was Vance’s body. His vision blurred—he took a step forward, wanting to push the cloth aside and look at Vance’s face one last time, but one of the soldiers stopped him. 


  The soldier handed him a blue chip card. “Mercenary squad AR1147 confirmed wiped out,” he said calmly. “Equipment and resources will be reallocated by the Base. Spoils have been converted to cash and distributed to family members along with survivors’ compensation. You may have this.” 


  “Where are you taking him?” asked Anzhe. 


  “To cremation,” said the soldier. Anzhe flinched. He made no move to take the ID chip. 


  “Don’t you want it?” asked Lu Feng. 


  Anzhe said nothing for a long time. He looked up at Lu Feng. “He…really wasn’t injured.” 


  He saw his own face reflected in those cold green eyes—wide-eyed, with a composed sort of grief. 


  Lu Feng remained expressionless, seemingly affected by none of it. However, just as he’d thought the man would turn around and leave, he stepped forward. 


  One edge of the white cloth was nudged aside by the black barrel of his gun, revealing Vance’s right hand. 


  Anzhe crouched for a better look. On the tip of the man’s ring finger was a tiny red dot. It seemed like an insignificant mark, but an ominous gray fluid was slowly seeping from the edge of the wound. 


  Anzhe froze, suddenly reminded of something. 


  There’d been human blood on the ant’s scales. That night, Vance had told him some people would hide injuries, because there was a chance of surviving an injury without infection in places with low contamination levels. Because those people wanted to go home. 


  So then…then—the one who had been pricked by that scale wasn’t Anthony, but Vance. 


  Anzhe could hardly breathe. He took Vance’s chip card with shaking fingers and put it in a pocket close to his heart. He turned to look at Lu Feng—but he was no longer there.


  Anzhe stood up and looked back down the tunnel. In the distance, a black-garbed silhouette was disappearing into the gray horizon outside the city gates.


  After a moment, a noise came from behind him. He turned to see the woman whose companion had just been killed charging out recklessly, only to be stopped by the soldiers. 


  “Lu Feng! Judge!” She flailed desperately, fighting to push forward. Her limbs writhed in the air, her voice ragged, wrecked. “You’re going to rot in hell—!” The hoarse scream erupted from her chest, echoing within the city walls—but the Judge didn’t even deign to turn around. 


  Silence slowly settled around them once more. Two bodies were carted away, one after the other. The only sound left in the empty passageway was the woman’s intermittent sobbing.




  Chapter 6


   


  IT WAS A LONG TIME before the woman’s sobs finally subsided. Her eyes were red, her hair a mess, as she leaned against the wall, looking out at the distant horizon silently. She reminded Anzhe of a drop of dew on a leaf, ready to fall apart at the slightest touch.


  “Aren’t you going to leave?” he asked carefully.


  She shook her head. “The one who died,” she said, her voice hoarse. “Who is he to you?”


  Anzhe spent a while searching his memories for the right word. “My…friend. He saved me.”


  “My man also saved me once.” She lowered her head all the way down. Her shoulders and back trembled and she occasionally let out a breathy, sobbing gasp. She said nothing more.


  Anzhe clutched the ID card that had belonged to Vance tightly in his hand. He felt a constriction in his heart—or the place in his chest where a human’s heart was supposed to be. Back when he had been just a mushroom and nothing else, he’d never felt anything like this.


  By the time the feeling finally began to ease, he found the strength to move again. He walked toward the exit of the tunnel, following the flow of the crowd in the distance.


  At the mouth of the tunnel was a row of mechanical gates. Anzhe chose the one on the very left. As he walked over, a gentle, robotic female voice sounded. “Please present your ID and look directly into the camera.”


  Anzhe pressed An Ze’s ID card against the glowing light on the right side of the gate, then looked up at the black camera in front of him. 


  “ID 3261170514. Name: An Ze. Place of origin: Outer City District 6. Length of excursion: 27 days.”


  The camera emitted a quiet click and the white light on the gate changed to green. 


  “Facial recognition successful. Welcome home.”


  With a ping, the gate lifted, and Anzhe walked through. He squinted in the brilliant afternoon sun, taking a minute or so to get used to the brightness. As his blurry vision slowly adjusted, an enormous gray city appeared before his eyes.


  In front of him was a vast, empty lot. The words “BUFFER ZONE” were written on the ground in giant letters with glaring green paint. Anzhe shifted his gaze forward to the massive man-made structures rising out of the ground. The towering concrete buildings reached higher than the tallest plant he had ever seen; they pierced straight up into the sky as if they might fall at the slightest breeze. They crowded against one another in overlapping layers that blocked out his view of the sky. When he looked up, he saw that the orange sun was partially hidden behind the tallest building. The half of it that was visible looked like a drop of diluted blood that could drip down along the exterior of the building at any moment.


  Anzhe turned and saw that the people in the tunnel who had been divided by the mechanical gates regrouped once they passed through them, all heading in the same direction. Anzhe followed them. They walked a few hundred steps, then turned beneath a sign that read “RAIL TRANSPORT.” A train was waiting on the tracks, with the words “Entrance–District 1–Supply Depot 3–District 5–District 8–City Affairs Bureau–Exit” emblazoned on its side.


  Anzhe continued to follow the crowd onto the train and found a corner seat in a mostly empty car. In the seats in front of him, two men were talking quietly.


  “From Basin Three? You guys’re really putting your lives on the line.”


  “We lost six people.”


  “Not bad. Did you get your money’s worth?”


  “The military’s still verifying everything, but I reckon I won’t have to go out there and risk my life ever again.”


  “Man.”


  “We went into one of the schools in Ghost Town 411. That place is full of mutated plants. No one will even go inside.” The man laughed. “But we did. Got ourselves three hard drives from the reference room in the library—priceless shit. Now we just gotta wait and see how much the contents are worth.”


  Anzhe listened quietly. He didn’t really understand, but he could tell the man in front of him was very happy, so he felt a little happier too. He knew that happy people usually didn’t mind helping other people out, so he called out, “Excuse me, sir.”


  “What is it?” the man answered without turning to look.


  “How do I get to District Six?”


  “Transfer to line two at the Supply Depot.”


  “Thank you, sir.”


  Five minutes later, the train began to move. A mechanical voice announced the name of every stop as they went. All of it was so unfamiliar to Anzhe. After a few wrong turns and having to ask for directions, though, he finally got onto line 2 at the Supply Depot stop, then disembarked at the correct stop to arrive at District 6.


  An Ze’s ID number was 3261170514—a string of digits that represented not only his identity as a human, but his address at Building 117 in District 6 of Outer City, unit number 0514.


  But not long after he got off the train, just as he was looking for someone to ask for directions, a youthful-looking man stopped him on the street. “Hello, my friend. Welcome. Would you mind lending an ear to our cause?”


  Before Anzhe could reply, a piece of white paper was shoved into his hand. Written across it in a large crimson font were the words STOP THE TYRANNY OF THE JUDGE.


  Anzhe didn’t understand what this meant, so he didn’t ask about it. He merely said, “Excuse me, do you know how to get to Building 117?”


  “It wouldn’t hurt to walk there with us, would it?” the boy asked.


  “…No.”


  “Then we’re comrades.” The boy raised his own sheet of paper, on which was written in similarly large crimson font: REPEAL THE JUDICIARY ACT.


  They were not the only people with papers in their hands. Soon, Anzhe was pulled into a crowd of more than forty. They all had young faces; most of them were carrying their own sheets of white paper, while some had paired up to hold long horizontal banners bearing roughly the same messages.


  WE WILLINGLY SHOULDER THE COST OF GENETIC TESTING.


  THE JUDGE IS GUILTY OF CRIMES AGAINST HUMANITY.


  ABOLISH THE JUDICIARY COURT. JUSTICE FOR THE INNOCENT.


  The crowd was slowly moving forward all at once, so Anzhe had no choice but to move forward with them.


  The streets in the city were narrow. The sun shone on the buildings, casting shadows of varying lengths on the ground below. They were not the only people outside. Many grown humans were also walking along the street, their heads bowed—sometimes one of them would take the occasional glance at the throng of protestors, but they always quickly averted their gaze.


  “What are we doing?” Anzhe asked.


  “A quiet march—a protest,” said the boy. “We will keep protesting until the Judiciary Court is abolished.”


  “Oh…” 


  He walked for half an hour with them before he turned to the boy beside him and asked, “Where is Building 117?”


  “Just up ahead. We’re almost there.”


  After another half an hour, Anzhe asked again, “Where is Building 117?”


  “Sorry!” the boy said, scratching his head. “I forgot to tell you. We passed it already. It’s behind us.” He turned and pointed behind them. “It’s over that way, not too far from here. The number is printed on the side of the building. You can’t miss it.”


  “Thank you,” said Anzhe.


  “You’re welcome.”


  Anzhe handed the paper back to the boy. “You can have this back.”


  “No, no.” The boy shoved the paper back at him. “You should come again next week! We’re meeting outside Building One.”


  Anzhe had no choice but to put the pamphlet denouncing the tyranny of the Judge in its bloodred text next to the genetic testing results that had been given to him by the Judge himself. Tucking them under his arm, he walked away from this group of strange young humans toward the direction he had been given.


  As he walked, he could feel the surrounding environment growing more familiar—the memories he had drawn from An Ze were awakening. He made a few turns by intuition and in short order arrived outside of a building marked with the number 117.


  It was a rectangular apartment building: only ten stories tall, but very wide. Anzhe walked into the stairwell at one end, climbed the steep staircase to the fifth floor, and headed down a dim corridor until he found Unit 14.


  There was white tape plastered over the unit door, sealing it shut. Anzhe gently peeled it off to reveal the sensor mechanism beneath. He tapped his ID card against it and heard the lock spring open. 


  On the other side was a very small room—even smaller than the cave where he used to live, but much brighter and more spacious than the rest compartments in the armored truck. A wooden desk stood against one wall, with more than a dozen old books, stacks of paper, and notebooks strewn across it. Opposite from the desk was a single bed with a bedside table, on which Anzhe noticed a glass of water, a mirror, and other miscellaneous objects. A wardrobe as tall as a person stood against the foot of the bed. 


  On the other side of the bed was the window. The gray curtains were half drawn, letting the sunlight enter and fall on the gray blanket on the bed. He detected a pleasant, dry scent; it reminded him of what An Ze had smelled like.


  Anzhe walked over to the bed and picked up the palm-sized mirror, holding it to his face.


  He looked like An Ze: soft black hair and dark eyes. Many parts of him were just like An Ze, but there were also subtle differences. And he didn’t have An Ze’s gentle and calm demeanor.


  Once, An Ze had said to him, “I feel like I’ve gained a little brother. I want to give you a name, little mushroom. Do you have a memory that left a deep impression on you?”


  In his limited memories, only two events had made a deep impression on him. One was the loss of his spore, and the other had happened when he was very young, when he was only about the length of a human pinky finger. During the rainy season, when mushrooms thrived, a drop of rainwater had splattered onto his thin, vulnerable stem and snapped him across the middle.


  Like any injured organism, he’d tried hard to regrow, to live on. As time passed, as he took on a hazy sort of consciousness, he healed.


  Ever since then, he seemed to be different from others of his kind: He could control his hyphae, travel freely through brush and over plains; he could even sense sounds and movements in the environment around him. He’d become a free mushroom.


  “Poor thing.” An Ze had stroked his hair gently. “Did it hurt when you broke?”


  “I don’t remember.”


  So An Ze said, Let’s name you Anzhe.1


  And Anzhe agreed.


  As he thought back on that memory, Anzhe smiled into the mirror. When his reflection smiled back, he felt like he’d gotten to see An Ze again.


  “Thank you,” he said to the reflection. He set the mirror down and sat at the desk.


  What to do now? Anzhe thought for a moment, then held up his left hand and studied his fingertips in the light.


  Snow-white hyphae silently extended from his fingertips, solidifying as they grew. He took his dagger and sliced off a very thin piece. Then he took that piece of hyphae and held it to his mouth, before gently pushing it in and catching it with his teeth. He had decided to find out whether he really was poisonous.


  Soft, sweet, and very tasty—that was his first impression.


  The next second, his world lurched.




  Chapter 7


   


  HE FELT himself abruptly become lighter, bobbing up and down in the air as the sunlight streaming through the window turned into currents of seawater. Soaked through, the papers and notebooks on the desk became soft white blobs. 


  Anzhe blinked. It wasn’t uncomfortable, but he felt as if all his movements were strangely slow and weightless. He couldn’t control his body; he felt like he’d risen into the air and gravity might reassert itself at any moment.


  After that, his vision gradually darkened until he completely lost consciousness.


  He was woken by the cold. When Anzhe opened his eyes, he found the endless rows of gray buildings outside his window were bathed in the last golden rays of the setting sun. He’d been asleep—or rather, passed out—for seven or eight hours. He understood now that his hyphae were toxic enough to knock a person out when ingested.


  Now that the sun was setting, the temperature in the room had dropped quite a bit. Anzhe lay back in bed and wrapped himself in the blanket to regain some warmth. But once the numbness from the chill had subsided, he felt hunger rear its head.


  Anzhe would have much rather absorbed nutrients as a mush­room, but the whole way here, he hadn’t seen a single patch of moist earth in the human base. This left him no choice but to ingest food. He frowned. Humans were such inconvenient creatures. Fortunately, the memories An Ze had left him told him where to go for food. This human base was divided into eight districts; Districts 6, 7, and 8 were the primary residential areas. Here, every building was a community of its own. The first floor held the common area where food and water were provided at set times every day. Children under sixteen years of age received rations for free, while adults over sixteen had to swipe their cards to pay with the currency of the Base. The unit of currency was represented by the letter “R.”


  The common area wasn’t very crowded when Anzhe went down. At a glance, he could see fifty-something people in the space. There were two windows through which food was sold. The first food option was the root of a plant that had been turned into some kind of sludge, and the other…was that same plant root instead cut into chunks and made into soup. Anzhe racked his brain; he vaguely recalled that this plant was called a potato.


  He swiped his card and paid.


  Mashed potato. –0.5 R. 9.5 R remaining.


  Potato soup. –0.3 R. 9.2 R remaining.


  Anzhe stared at the number that stood for the remaining funds in his card and realized he would be on the verge of starvation in a few short days. It felt like being rooted in a patch of dry soil as a mushroom, constantly at the risk of death.


  The feeling only intensified when he returned to the fifth floor after dinner and had to spend 0.1 R to get water from the shared water room.


  And so he added another item to his mental to-do list: find a source of income.


  Anzhe screwed the stainless-steel lid back onto his water container and held it in his arms. Just as he was about to turn around, a voice came from behind him.


  “An Ze?” The voice was loud, and trembled slightly as it echoed through the cramped space.


  Anzhe turned to see a young man standing in the corridor. He was tall in stature and had a handsome face. Presently, the man’s eyes were wide and fixed on Anzhe, his lips trembling. It was hard to say if his expression was of surprised delight or utter shock.


  “An Ze?” he repeated. “You’re…back? I thought you—” He broke off abruptly, lapsing into silence until he was blue in the face, as if he didn’t know how to continue. 


  Anzhe knew what he wanted to say, though: He recognized this person. His name was George.


  George was An Ze’s neighbor and friend—they had grown up together. Sometimes, George took care of An Ze, but more often than not, An Ze took care of him. Fragmented memories began to piece together in Anzhe’s mind.


  But what he knew of George didn’t stem entirely from An Ze’s memories: Anzhe had seen him when he was still just a mushroom. What he had seen, along with what An Ze knew, came together to form a full picture of the latter’s real cause of death.


  An Ze’s income had come from writing. He wrote leisure novels, short stories, and poems and submitted them to The Base Monthly, which the Base regularly published and distributed to its residents in the form of booklets. However, they’d eliminated the department three months ago in a bid to conserve limited human and physical resources. 


  And then…


  “What are you reading, An Ze?” George asked.


  “I’m preparing for the supply depot’s selection test,” An Ze said as he continued to make notes in his book with a pen. “I think I’ll like the work there. The salary is good too.”


  But George frowned. “You’re trying to raise your station? The tests are very hard.”


  “I don’t mind,” said An Ze.


  “An Ze.” George’s voice became stern. “You know I’ve always wished you would come out into the wild with me.”


  An Ze gave him a smile. His voice was light, as if to placate this obstinate friend, but it also sounded like a sigh of resignation. “I wouldn’t last five minutes out there.”


  “I’ll protect you.” George put an arm around An Ze’s shoulder and softened his voice. “I can’t be apart from you. Come out there with me, please. We won’t go anywhere dangerous.”


  That was what Anzhe had learned from the fragments of An Ze’s memories. In the end, worn down by George’s wheedling, An Ze had agreed to venture out of the Base with him. George was a member of a massive mercenary squad. He had a few notches in his belt already, so it was easy for him to induct An Ze into the group and put him in charge of resource allocation and accounting.


  But anything could happen out in the wild. One day, the convoy had got lost and found themselves just past the edge of the Abyss. By the time they noticed the strange abundance of mushrooms that dominated this part of the landscape, it was too late—monsters in the Abyss never let go of any food that delivered itself to their door.


  To a human, even the very outer edge of the Abyss was a terrifying place to be. Out of the five armored trucks they’d brought, three were destroyed. The people in those three vehicles poured into the remaining two trucks in a panic. While they ran for their lives, An Ze saved George from an attack by a winged monster with a timely push, but he himself tripped on a vine and fell to the ground.


  George froze in place for a single second. After that second, his instinct for survival overrode everything else. Faced with the option of giving An Ze a hand or running for his own life, he chose the latter—gritting his teeth and dashing away before their squad leader yanked him onto the truck. As An Ze watched them leave, he was pierced through the chest by a bony spur. 


  From the relative safety of their vehicles, the mercenaries battled fiercely with the monsters, unloading all the firepower they had as they carved out their retreat. They were so loud that the commotion had woken Anzhe. He would emerge from the cavern to look for his spore now and then, returning empty-handed every time. But this time, he quietly carried An Ze off into the deepest chamber of his cave while the others were embroiled in battle.


   


  ***


   


  Now face-to-face with George in the present, Anzhe had nothing to say to him. The first instinct of any creature in the face of death was to run for their life. George hadn’t done anything wrong in that regard. But Anzhe didn’t like him.


  “You…don’t seem like yourself.” George’s throat bobbed as he swallowed with difficulty. “You healed from your injuries? You escaped from the Abyss?”


  Anzhe only looked at him impassively.


  “No—you’re not An Ze. You’re not human.” George abruptly stumbled back, his face as white as a ghost. “You’re an aberration.”


  “Sorry.” Anzhe exited the water room, walking right past George. “I ate a poisonous mushroom by accident. I don’t remember who you are.”


  In a sense, he was telling the truth.




  Chapter 8


   


  WITH THAT, Anzhe left him in the hall. 


  He heard no footsteps behind him the entire way back, but as he unlocked the door to his unit with a tap, George suddenly rushed over to him and grabbed his shoulders. “Are you really An Ze? But you…”


  Anzhe stepped inside, picked up the sheaf of genetic testing results, and handed it to George.


  “What…” George began.


  Anzhe looked down. The page on the very top showed the words STOP THE TYRANNY OF THE JUDGE. He slowly removed it so that George could see the report.


  “You…” He quickly swept his eyes over the page, then glanced up at Anzhe. “You really made it out of the Abyss?”


  “Someone saved me,” said Anzhe. “I don’t remember anything else.”


  George’s grip on the paper trembled. Then with a tug of his lips, he gazed into Anzhe’s eyes and smiled. “This is…so much to take in. I thought for sure that you wouldn’t make it.” He put the report on the desk and leaned toward Anzhe. He seemed overcome with emotions, the muscles on his temples twitching ever so slightly. “What…do you remember?”


  Anzhe took a step back. “I don’t remember anything,” he said. “Please refrain from disrupting my life.”


  “You don’t even remember me?” George’s voice dropped lower. “We grew up together.”


  “Thank you,” said Anzhe. “Can you please leave now?”


  “I…” George clearly hadn’t expected a reception like this. He blinked in surprise. “You’re so different now.” But he softened his tone again a moment later. “I won’t disturb you, then. Rest well, and I’ll come see you again tomorrow. I’m over the moon with joy, An Ze, really. We’re the closest people in the world to each other.”


  Anzhe said nothing. When George finally turned and left, Anzhe quietly closed the door after him.


  He was a little surprised that George had needed so little persuasion to leave. On the other hand, perhaps it was guilt that made him so eager to get away.


  As silence returned to the room, Anzhe slowly settled on the bed and hugged the pillow. He felt a wisp of sadness, as insubstantial as smoke—not for himself, but for An Ze.


  Perhaps a promise between humans was something fragile. No longer was George the closest person to An Ze. Once Anzhe found his spore, he would go back to the Abyss, find that quiet cave, and settle down beside An Ze’s snow-white skeleton. There he would spend the rest of his mushroom life.


  My spore…


  Outside the window, darkness had fully descended. The aurora curled across the pitch-black night sky, as it had always done. Anzhe sat down at his desk and turned on the desk lamp.


  First, he had to find a job so that he wouldn’t starve to death. At the same time, he had to search for any information about his spore. The only clue he had at this time was that brass-colored bullet casing.


  Anzhe anxiously reached into his pocket and felt for it. He always feared losing this object; fortunately, it was still there. As a mushroom, he could hide it within his body, but not as a human. It was so small, he couldn’t help but worry it might slip out of his pocket at any moment.


  Eventually, Anzhe found a length of black leather cord inside of a drawer and used it to hang the bullet casing around his neck. 


  In the same drawer, there was a small black contraption. Anzhe scrutinized the details of its exterior until he finally fished the corresponding information from his memory: It was a communication device. The ID number assigned to each person was also a sequence that could be used to reach their communicator. Humans used these devices to talk to each other over long distances, but only within the Base, because there was no signal out in the wilderness.


  Anzhe plugged the communicator in to charge. He had no use for this thing, but having a “full charge” seemed to be something that brought humans great joy.


  Having done all this, he finally felt more at ease. He began to examine the desk. The notebooks on the desk contained An Ze’s written works—all in elegant handwriting. On the desk against the wall were stacked twenty-odd books. Anzhe guessed these were books An Ze liked to read; he skimmed over the titles on all of the spines before selecting one with a gray cover and plain binding. It was titled The Base Handbook. 


  He opened it to see a sentence written across the endpaper:


  Humankind First.


  Anzhe pursed his lips and flipped to the next page, where there was a table of contents. The handbook was divided into sections: laws of the Base, daily living in the Base, a brief introduction to various areas of function, and a map.


  Anzhe skipped over the first part—he knew himself to be a good, law-abiding mushroom, and a good, law-abiding mushroom would never break the rules of any species. The next part, explaining life on Base, detailed the routine schedules in the residential areas. Electricity, water, and food were distributed for one hour, once at six o’clock in the morning and again at noon each day. Dinnertime started at six o’clock in the evening, after which the electricity wouldn’t be cut off until nine o’clock at night.


  Each residential district contained a tall watchtower. There were three types of alerts: assemble, disperse, and take urgent shelter. The assemble alert was a short, high-frequency sound; disperse sounded like a wave signal with varying amplitude; and the call to take shelter was a long, sharp siren. Residents on Base had to abide by the routine schedule set by the Base and follow the alerts from the watchtower. Aside from that protocol, they could live as they pleased.


  Reading this, Anzhe was a little confused. It seemed to him that under these rules, everyone could simply lie around in their rooms and get up at designated times to eat and drink. But he quickly realized why the Base was organized this way.


  Despite the supposed freedom to live as they wanted, life on Base came with a cost—quite literally. In exchange for the currency used within the Base, people had to leave their rooms to find work. There was also the option of becoming a mercenary to venture beyond the walls and gather valuable resources to submit to the Base, in exchange for compensation.


  But if that’s the case…why doesn’t everyone go to the areas with the lowest danger levels and bring back whatever they find there? They could sustain their basic consumption needs that way.


  Anzhe continued flipping through the booklet. The next part was an introduction to the various functional areas. The first place described in this part was a “supply depot.” The supply depots were numbered one, two, and three; the first two belonged to the military and were located at the entrance and exit gates of the Base. They were responsible for the processing and exchange of currency and military reserves. Every time a mercenary squad returned from the wild, the workers at the supply depot would verify the materials they brought back and exchange them for currency. The assault weapons and armored vehicles they used would be held at the gate, as they were not allowed into the city; mercenary squads had to apply for their use prior to their missions. Meanwhile, the mercenaries used the scrip they received to trade for equipment they would need to venture outside the walls—such as guns, bullets, armor, and fuel. They could even purchase armored vehicles of various models.


  Unlike the first two supply depots, the third was located inside the city. It was where civilians could trade for their own resources. There, residents would exchange their Base scrip for daily necessities, foods and ingredients, strong liquor, electronics, or various other goods. They could even buy and sell living quarters there.


  Right across from supply depot 3 was the free market. Sometimes, when the mercenaries found things in the abandoned human ruins the military didn’t need, they would bring the verified safe items into the city to be freely traded at the market.


  Here, Anzhe saw a footnote beneath the next:


  The free market is not operated by Base Administration. You are responsible for any and all consequences of your actions.


  Employment and other contracts formed through the free market are not under the legal protection of Base Laws. Do so at your own discretion.


  The only thing that caught Anzhe’s eye was the word “employment.” In other words, the free market was a place where one could find work.


  Continuing down the page, he saw short descriptions of each of the residential areas. The most densely populated districts were 6 and 7, while the other districts were more sparse, with many buildings standing empty. District 8 was a dedicated emergency shelter with a strict set of security protocols.


  After that, he came to the passage about the Judiciary Court. Remembering the colonel with his cold green eyes, Anzhe slowed down to read each word carefully.


  The responsibility of the Judiciary Court was not limited to evaluating aberrations at the city gates. They also conducted daily patrols of the most crowded areas of the city as a secondary screening, to further eliminate hidden threats. The patrols were mainly focused on the areas around the supply depots, but they also occasionally ran searches of residential buildings, especially if anyone was reported for exhibiting odd behaviors.


  Out of nowhere, Anzhe was reminded of those words: You’d better be human.


  If it was possible, he hoped that Lu Feng would stay at the city gates forever. There was no need for His Excellency to lower himself to come to these residential buildings.


  He continued flipping through the pages. The other places of note, like the City Affairs Bureau, the City Defense Bureau, and the Inner City, had little significance to him. An earlier passage had said that the Base was made up of the Outer City, also known as the Satellite City, in addition to the Inner City. The Inner City housed the Base’s most important scientific research and military facilities and was also the center of its energy generation and politics. Entry was strictly forbidden to all except for those with proofs of special access or residence.


  Finally, after looking over the map of the Base, Anzhe closed the handbook. Once again, he felt the acute differences between humans and mushrooms.


  The second book he opened was called Guide to Supply Depot Recruitment. As soon as he saw the cover, the corresponding memories surged into his mind, more clearly than any others. Anzhe thought this meant that working in the supply depot must have been very important to An Ze.


  But if that was the case, why would he agree to go out to the wilderness with George?


  He spent a long time mulling it over and finally concluded that it was simply the way An Ze was. He had missed the test: The supply depot’s annual recruitment exam had been held fifteen days ago. By then, An Ze had already become a mere skeleton.


  That’s okay, Anzhe thought. If he was still living at the human base when the supply depot recruited again next year, he would give it a try. That way, when he returned to the cave, he could tell An Ze what it was like.


  All that reading had worn Anzhe out. After just two pages of the recruitment guide, he was so tired he could hardly keep his eyes open, so he went to bed.


  The next day, to avoid running into George, he left his room at four o’clock in the morning and made his way downstairs to the transit hub, where he took the train to the supply depot. He wanted to look for a job at the free market across the street.


  It was seven o’clock by the time he got off the train; the white morning mist still hung in the air. The free market was a large, round building with four entrances. As Anzhe entered through the nearest one, he was greeted by the odor of strong liquor.


  Four long tables sat just inside the entrance, and around them men dressed like mercenaries were gathered, talking loudly and playing drinking games. They all had liquor in front of them, with servers waiting nearby to fill their cups whenever they requested by bringing out a little machine and tapping it against the ID presented by the customer for payment.


  A muscular, dark-skinned mercenary drinking by himself spotted Anzhe and raised an eyebrow. “Whatcha lookin’ at, kid?” he said with a grin, shaking the cup he was holding. “Ya here to learn how to drink?”


  A short-haired woman sitting next to the man immediately elbowed him in the chest. In a gruff yet cheerful voice, she said, “Rule number thirty-two: Minors are not allowed to drink.”


  “So what if he drinks?” the man retorted. “What, is the Judge gonna come and arrest him?”


  The woman let out a boisterous laugh. “Underage kids don’t know to fear the Judge yet.”


  “He’ll know soon enough.”


  Standing to the side, Anzhe wanted to explain that he wasn’t underage—but just as he organized his words, the other two were already entangled in each other’s arms, lips against lips. He realized that neither of them had any interest in him.


  He shifted his gaze in another direction.


  The aroma of potato soup wafted over from the right of the door. It smelled much richer than the potato soup that was available in the common hall of Anzhe’s building; it had a faint aroma of meat, something that humans seemed to love. One mercenary buried his head in his white plastic bowl as he enjoyed his breakfast.


  The smell made Anzhe a little hungry—he hadn’t eaten yet today.


  Similar scenes played out before him as he went further into the building. The bustling atmosphere filled the large space. Aside from the long tables that sold food and alcohol, there were stands hawking clothing, bags, and smaller accessories like gloves. As Anzhe made his way in, the stands selling common goods became fewer in number, and he saw more and more tables displaying miscellaneous assortments of strange items he didn’t recognize.


  “A smartphone freshly excavated from Ghost Town 511—you only need to charge it to turn it on!” As Anzhe walked, a young man dressed in black and wearing a bag across his body leaped in front of him with the nimbleness of a monkey. He was skinny and short, with narrow eyes that flitted as quickly as his thoughts. As soon as he stopped Anzhe, he pulled a black rectangle from his cross-body bag and waved it in Anzhe’s face. “Take a look? I’ll give you ten percent off and throw in a charging cord. It has games on it!”


  “That’s okay, thank you,” said Anzhe.


  The boy swiftly pulled out a white rectangle from his bag instead. “Another model, then. This color suits you. It’s top-of-the-line, too—the last iteration of the uPhone before the Age of Cataclysm. Back then it sold for ten thousand, but now you can have it for the low, low price of one hundred.”


  “Thank you. I don’t need one.”


  The boy kept right on pulling things out of his bag. “You don’t need one? Already have a mobile phone? Then how about a battery bank? You can use them to charge your devices when the power cuts out on Base. I’ve sold out of the larger capacity ones. This one is only good for two charges at a time, so I’ll give you another discount—you can have it for thirty.”


  Anzhe looked into his eyes and said earnestly, “I don’t have money.”


  The expression froze on the boy’s face. In the blink of an eye, he stuffed everything back into his bag and spun around to leave, grousing to himself. “The hell’re you doing at a black market if you ain’t got money?”


  “Wait,” Anzhe called out to him.


  The boy turned, but his attitude had undergone a 180-degree shift. “What?”


  “I…I want to find a job,” said Anzhe. “Would you know where I should go to find one?”


  The boy frowned and walked back to him, sizing him up from head to toe. “So you’re here to look for work,” he said, scrutinizing Anzhe carefully.


  “Yes,” Anzhe answered honestly.


  “You’ve got the assets for it,” said the boy. “Remember to get your phone from me when you have money. I’ll be hanging around the black market all month.”


  Anzhe wasn’t sure what to make of that. He was quiet for a moment. “So where should I go?” he asked again.


  “See that? Over there.” The boy pointed to a corner. “Go down to sublevel three and ask for the boss lady.”


  Filled with gratitude, Anzhe smiled at him and said, “Thank you very much.”


  “You’re real pretty,” the boy told him. “Find yourself a good one and don’t forget to buy a phone from me once you’ve struck it big.”


  “…All right.”


  Anzhe’s first impression of sublevel 3 was the muggy atmosphere. Mushrooms normally preferred dank, humid air, but the pungent scent of perfume mixed with the dampness here made him grimace. 


  Looking out into the dimly lit space, he found it was structured like a beehive. The hallways twisted and turned, with crude plastic boards sectioning off countless narrow rooms on either side. The air circulation was poor down here, so condensation formed densely on the plastic boards in tiny beads of moisture. A fine hum could be heard throughout the space, like a tide. When Anzhe focused on the sound, he realized that it was from a combination of many quiet voices converging and echoing off the walls, interspersed with the occasional burst of shrill laughter.


  He hesitated for a moment, then took a few steps forward.


  Looking into the tiny, partitioned rooms on either side, he found that the one on his left was empty, while the one on his right contained a long-haired woman. She kept her head bowed, only looking up briefly when she heard his footsteps before lowering her head again.


  Anzhe continued walking. He heard voices. The first was a woman’s.


  “What’s the climate like at Basin Two?”


  “It’s all right.” The response was a soft male voice, a little cloying, with an exaggerated drawl. Anzhe wondered if the guy had a stuffed nose. “The weather is very comfortable, but there’s just too many earthquakes. We had three in one month! During the worst one, everyone was outside and I was alone in the truck. I almost thought they wouldn’t make it back.”


  The woman chuckled. “If they hadn’t, you could’ve just driven away.”


  “The squad I was with, time before last, the captain said he was going to teach me to drive. He turned out to be bullshitting me, though. He said he’d take me along next time too, but that was another lie. I was with them for a whole month and only took three hundred in pay. How is that expensive?”


  “Now why would you believe a mercenary anyway?” the woman said. “Haven’t you been lied to enough?”


  Anzhe paused in his tracks. A memory surfaced of Hawthorne, and the voracious look on his face. He suddenly realized what kind of work was available in sublevel 3.


  He also remembered the line in The Base Handbook: Employment and other contracts formed through the free market are not under the protection of Base Laws. You are responsible for your own actions.


  He didn’t want to be responsible for these actions. 


  Anzhe decided to leave—but as he turned, he bumped into a soft body.


  “What’s this?” It was a female voice, pitched to carry. “First time here, darling?”


  Anzhe backed away reflexively, still feeling residual trauma from being called “darling.” Before him stood a tall woman with honey-colored skin and aqua eyes. Her brown hair curled up slightly at the ends and her eyes tapered upward. She was smirking at him.


  The woman blew lightly on his ear and laughed. “Are you here to buy something, or are you looking to sell?”




  Chapter 9


   


  “NEITHER.” Anzhe retreated another step until he was backed against a plastic board. “I made a mistake and got lost.”


  “Got lost?” the woman said. “Sublevel two is where people go to gamble their money away. Is that where you meant to go?”


  She held a cigarette between the fingers of her right hand, which she raised to her scarlet lips to drag. She grinned at him. “Careful you don’t gamble yourself away.”


  Anzhe looked around him. He was cornered, with no way to escape. This colorful human was even harder to shake than a monster of the Abyss.


  “Don’t be scared.” She exhaled a puff of snow-white smoke. “It’s not like I’m gonna eat you.”


  “Then can I please leave?”


  “Leave?” She chuckled again, raising an eyebrow. “Only the truly desperate come to sublevel three. If you leave now, where’s left for you to go?”


  As she spoke, she put an arm around his shoulder and guided him along. “Does this place scare you? You don’t need to stay here. I’ll get you a big room.”


  “Thank you.” Anzhe bowed his head. “But I really did make a mistake.”


  “Hm?”


  “I’m just here to find a normal job,” he explained. “Then someone told me to come to sublevel three.”


  “The first level of the black market is the only one fit for the public.” The woman blinked at him with hazy eyes that seemed veiled behind a drifting tendril of smoke. “Didn’t you know that?”


  “I do now,” said Anzhe. He also understood that the “free market” mentioned in The Base Handbook was known as the black market among the people.


  “The laws of the Base don’t apply in the black market.” The woman leaned languidly against the wall as she smoked, leaving a narrow space in front of her; Anzhe was no longer boxed tightly into the corner.


  Anzhe thought it was a signal she was letting him leave, but as soon as he started forward, two burly men in black stepped out from behind her, one on each side, sealing off his escape from every direction.


  “No one leaves once they come down here. But…” Gone was the sweet and seductive voice; now her words were pure frost. “Consider yourself lucky.”


  Anzhe looked up at her.


  “This is an opportunity,” she said. “Mr. Shaw needs help at his workshop. If he likes you, then you can work for him. And if he doesn’t like you…”


  She didn’t finish that sentence. Instead she turned and walked off in another direction. “Come along.”


  Anzhe stood there for a few seconds, considering, before following her deeper inside. The partitioned rooms were all around, packed in tightly next to each other. He felt as if he was moving through a beehive-like maze, and the further in he walked, the dimmer it became. Finally, in a gray wall at the far end of the space, was a door.
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  The woman knocked on the door. “Mr. Shaw,” she called out, “I’ve got a candidate for you.”


  The door opened with a creak, revealing an old man with a head of powder-white hair. He was all in black with a bow tie adorning his collar. His eyes squinted as he studied the woman. “A rare honor, Dusay.”


  Smiling at him, she finished her cigarette and stubbed it out on the wall. “I’ve got business for you.”


  “How much business?” The man she called Mr. Shaw peered at her before turning to look at Anzhe.


  The woman—Dusay—put her elbow on Anzhe’s shoulder. “Not very much, but it’s a bit troublesome, so I brought you a little gift in case you say no. I heard your apprentice drank himself to death and that you’re looking for another one. Now, you turn away girls for being too ugly and boys for being too stupid, but what do you think of this kid here?”


  Mr. Shaw’s grayish-blue eyes turned slyly in their sockets before landing on Anzhe. “He seems obedient enough.”


  “He is obedient.” Dusay brushed her hair back. “The moment I laid eyes on him I thought, ‘Mr. Shaw would like him.’”


  Mr. Shaw smiled. He turned to Anzhe. “Let me see your hand.”


  Anzhe extended his hand. His fingers were slender and pale with a tinge of pink.


  “Where’d you find him?” asked Mr. Shaw. “How does a kid like this end up in sublevel three?”


  “I ensnared him myself,” said Dusay.


  Anzhe blinked. He heard Mr. Shaw say to him, “Slowly ball your hand into a fist.”


  Anzhe curled his fingers together.


  “Again, more slowly this time.”


  Anzhe did it again, slower.


  “More.”


  By the end, Anzhe had slowed his movement down to nearly imperceptible speed. He had no idea why Mr. Shaw was asking this of him, but it wasn’t hard for him to do. In his mushroom form, he controlled hundreds upon thousands of hyphae, as opposed to only five human fingers.


  By the end, even Dusay had leaned in to watch.


  “You sure have yourself a treasure, Mr. Shaw.” She lit another cigarette. “He’s got even steadier hands than your last apprentice.”


  Still looking at Anzhe’s hand, Mr. Shaw snorted and said, “Let me borrow him for a few days. If he’s good, I’ll take him.”


  “You gotta pay the kid a salary,” said Dusay.


  “Sure.”


  Anzhe frowned slightly. Though he did need money, he felt apprehensive about what Mr. Shaw might mean by “good.”


  Dusay patted him on the shoulder, as if she’d noticed his concern. “Don’t be scared. Mr. Shaw is no saint, but his craftsmanship is worth every penny.” 


  “I’m no saint?” Mr. Shaw scoffed. “I’m the biggest saint in the whole Base.” He turned to Anzhe. “Go ahead and take a look around. I have to talk to this madwoman.”


  Anzhe was the most obedient. He turned his eyes to the shelves nearest him, which displayed bizarrely shaped bottles and jars of all sizes. Some held liquids while others were fully opaque. Nude figures were printed on the outside of these bottles. As he walked further in, he saw shelves of books with similar imagery printed on the outside. He knew what these were. A big part of the reason why the Base department An Ze used to submit his stories to had gone bankrupt was that no one read the things it published. Meanwhile, the pornographic novels that came out of the black market circulated everywhere.


  Beneath the store shelves was a glass drawer filled with cigarettes, and in another drawer right next to that one were a number of mechanical hard drives.


  Anzhe could hear the sound of conversation from the other side of the room. 


  “The kid’s not bad. You’ve always been stingy, Madam Dusay, so a gift like this? I’m guessing it’s not ordinary business you’re here to discuss.” There was the click of a lighter, and the amount of smoke in the air intensified twofold. 


  “What, the kid? I picked him up on the side of the road.” Dusay giggled. “Though it’s true—I’m not here to commission anything simple.”


  “No problem.” Mr. Shaw’s voice was lazy and slow. “As long as you can pay for it.”


  “But you might not dare to take it on,” Dusay said steadily.


  “I will if the price is right.”


  Dusay snickered. “The Judge. How’s that for a dare?”


  Anzhe blinked in confusion. He didn’t know how those two words could possibly be connected to these two people from the black market.


  Mr. Shaw had lapsed into silence. After a lengthy pause, he said, “I only work on the dead, never the living, precisely because I want to avoid any kind of trouble. But here you are, trying to get me into the worst of it.”


  “To be very honest with you, I have a friend who has fallen madly in love with the colonel and would stop at nothing to have him,” said Dusay. “You know as well as I do that no living person dares to get within ten feet of the Judge. So what better choice than to get a fake one from you? He would be kept at home and played with in private, never to cause any trouble. As for the price, you can go ahead and name it.”


  Mr. Shaw smiled without a word.


  Anzhe slowly inched further inside the shop, but paused when he knocked into something with his foot. Looking down, he saw a pale human arm lying alone on the concrete floor. It looked fresh, but the place where the limb ended was clean and smooth, without any blood. 


  Anzhe crouched down and poked at the skin on the arm. It was pliable, like a real human arm, but it wasn’t a real human arm.


  It was fake.


  Having ascertained this, he stood back up—which brought him face-to-face with someone standing inside of a glass display case. In the dim light, a pair of dark eyes stared directly at Anzhe from a man’s body half buried in darkness—it was a little creepy.


  Anzhe held his gaze for a while. After three minutes, he hadn’t observed any rise or fall of the man’s chest; he wasn’t breathing. Perhaps, Anzhe thought, just like the fake arm, this was a fake human.


  “Scared you?” Mr. Shaw’s voice abruptly came from behind him.


  “I’m all right,” said Anzhe.


  “Does he look real?” asked Mr. Shaw.


  “Yes.”


  Mr. Shaw laughed then, his voice hoarse. He flicked a light switch nearby and the space brightened considerably. Anzhe finally saw the man in the display in full: He was tall and slim, dressed all in black, with clean, attractive features. The light touched his face with a pale white glimmer, somehow giving the impression of a cutting edge.


  “Hubbard—captain of mercenary squad AR137. Have you heard of him?” asked Mr. Shaw. When Anzhe didn’t answer, he carried on. “He’s one of our most formidable mercenaries. He leads teams into places with five-star danger levels like it’s child’s play. So he’s got cash, right?”


  “Mm,” Anzhe agreed. He knew that materials brought back from beyond the walls could be exchanged for currency in the supply depots run by the military; highly skilled mercenaries did not lack for money.


  Mr. Shaw pointed at the figure standing in the window. “This guy was his deputy. They grew up together, then they became mercenaries together. More than twenty years of life, death, and killing together, and then he died on a mission into the wilderness. Didn’t even leave a finger behind. Tragic.”


  Mr. Shaw paused to snicker. “Three months after this guy died, Hubbard came to see me, out of his mind. Spent more than half of his assets to commission this from me. Not a hair must be out of place, he said. Of course, I wouldn’t dare to put anything else out of place either. He’s identical, except for the fact that he’s not alive.” Mr. Shaw sighed. “After all, this replica is all he’s got to go on for the rest of his life.


  “Originally, I made this stuff for entertainment purposes only. The blow-up kind, you know? But then everyone said I made them look so real. The more people died out there, the more people lost their minds in here. And so my craft became worth something.” Mr. Shaw patted Anzhe on the shoulder. “Watch and learn from me. In ten years, you’ll be richer than any mercenary.”


  Looking at him, Anzhe recalled the conversation he’d had earlier with Dusay. “Are you going to make one of the Judge?”


  “Sure, why the hell not?” Mr. Shaw laughed. “His Excellency is too busy killing people to pay any attention to this kind of shit.”




  Chapter 10


   


  Mr. H? It’s me, SS.


  While Mr. Shaw sent a message to Hubbard on his communicator, Anzhe cradled a human head in his hands, practicing implanting eyebrows.


  The process involved piercing tiny little holes in the silicone skin with a hot needle before inserting human hair-like fibers into them. As the melted silicone cooled, the eyebrow hair would be secured in the doll’s skin. Mr. Shaw’s eyes weren’t what they used to be, so it was hard for him to sit for hours at a time to do work like this. Anzhe assumed this was why he needed an apprentice so badly.


  After the message was sent, Shaw Scott took the doll from its glass case and set it on a chair in the middle of the room. Every joint in the doll’s body was fully articulated. Mr. Shaw folded the doll’s legs together, then folded its arms in front of its chest, and finally adjusted its head to be slightly bowed. The light shining on its eyelashes cast a shadow over its cheeks. The effect was haughty, yet slightly melancholy.


  Anzhe looked up at it. The dim light in the room veiled the doll’s face in layers of shadow, obscuring the subtle differences between silicone material and human skin. It looked just like a person—a silent, but living, person.


  It was too quiet. The shelves and displays around Anzhe, covered with things that humans generally considered vulgar, seemed somehow eerie and surreal in the silence.


  The spell was broken by the sound of the door opening. White light spilled in from the outside, illuminating one side of the doll’s body. Anzhe squinted at the man who had appeared in the doorway. Though he was backlit, it was still clear that he was tall, with brown eyes, stony features, and black curls that reached his jaw. From this impression alone, Anzhe could imagine how he must have looked as he marched through the wilderness, toting his gun.


  Anzhe waited for him to enter, but the man only stood there. He didn’t move for a long time, his gaze lingering on the doll in the center of the room, as if he had become a doll himself.


  It wasn’t until Mr. Shaw cleared his throat and said “Please come in” that the man seemed to snap out of his reverie. He walked into the room with long strides, but when he neared the doll, he abruptly slowed. He lifted his hand as if to touch the doll’s face, his fingers hovering in the air—but minutes passed, and he still didn’t make contact. The room was as silent as a tomb, the only sound the man’s breathing, quiet and quivering. It was as if an invisible butterfly perched on the doll’s eyelashes, and he was afraid to disturb it.


  Finally, the man retracted his hand and, still staring fixedly at the doll, said, “Thank you.”


  “No need to thank me.” Mr. Shaw walked over to him, gray-blue eyes looking into his face. “I gotta thank you, Mr. Hubbard, for providing me with so much data.”


  Hubbard smiled, though his eyes were still lowered.


  Mr. Shaw pointed to a crate beside them that was large enough to fit a human. “Shall I?”


  “I’ll do it.”


  Hubbard’s hand finally landed on the doll’s shoulder. He slowly bent down to lift the doll up and lower it into the crate.


  Standing beside him, Mr. Shaw remarked, “I never knew you to be such a sentimental man, Captain Hubbard.”


  “There were some things I never got to say.” Hubbard had one knee on the ground as he carefully closed the lid of the crate, his fingers paling with exertion. There was a long pause before he finally rose to his feet again.


  Mr. Shaw folded his arms. “The doll will need regular maintenance every two months. You can just bring it here. If I’ve made any improvements to the craft by then, I’ll add them on.”


  “Shaw Scott never makes a bad deal,” said Hubbard.


  Mr. Shaw laughed delightedly. “Meanwhile, there’s nothing Captain Hubbard can’t do, but I’m not so lucky.”


  “What do you want?” 


  “Got a big order a couple days ago, but the guy’s information is a bit challenging to get a hold of. I’d like to ask you for a favor.”


  “There’s information not even Mr. Shaw can get his hands on?”


  Mr. Shaw grinned widely and raised one arm in front of him, making a gun with his hand and pretending to shoot Hubbard.


  Hubbard’s lips curled into a smile. Then he turned, lifted the crate by the handle, and walked to the door.


  Anzhe suddenly spoke up. “Wait a moment, please.”


  Hubbard turned to see the boy walk quickly to his side, undoing the first button of his shirt and fishing out the bullet casing hanging around his neck.


  “Sir,” he said, “would you happen to know where this came from?”


  Without a word, Hubbard held up the brass-colored casing and turned it in his fingers to study it under the light. Anzhe’s heart thumped in his chest.


  “You wouldn’t find something like this at the supply depot or the black market.” A minute later, Hubbard let the bullet casing fall back onto Anzhe’s chest. He turned to go, but not before leaving the words: “It’s military issue.”


  As his figure disappeared out of the door, Anzhe clutched the bullet casing in his hand, lost in his thoughts.


  Mr. Shaw’s laughter resounded in the quiet room. “If Hubbard said it’s military, then it must be true.” He closed the door and smiled at Anzhe, creasing his eyes. “What, you slept with an army jock or something? Dusay sure knows all kinds.”


  Anzhe slowly shook his head. If it came from the military, what was his next move?


  Mr. Shaw tutted. “Did you lose your tongue too?”


  “I want to find whoever this belonged to.”


  “Why? They stiff you?”


  Anzhe thought Mr. Shaw had gotten the wrong idea. “It’s not like that,” he explained. 


  “If it’s military issue, then military personnel should recognize the make,” Mr. Shaw said helpfully. “I have an idea.”


  “What is it?”


  “You’ve got no way to reach the Inner City or the wilderness, but the City Defense Bureau and the Judiciary Court are all under the military’s jurisdiction, and they’re in the Outer City. You go hang out there around midnight and get into one of those guys’ pants. The military might be strict, but I’m sure not everyone’s so morally upright.”


  Anzhe had no response to that. After a moment of thought, he asked, “What kind of people in the military would go outside the walls?”


  Mr. Shaw flicked his forehead hard. “Who do you think mapped the wilderness?”


  That hurt. Anzhe bit his lip.


  “What, sulking?” said Mr. Shaw. “Even the Judge spends more than half the year away from the Base. What do you think? Everyone in the military goes outside the walls.”


  Anzhe had nothing to say to that. He put his head down and continued planting his eyebrows. He was beginning to realize that he might have to stay on Base for a long time.


  When he concluded the day’s eyebrow implantation practice, the satisfied Mr. Shaw finally let him go home. Anzhe wanted to try the potato soup he’d seen at the entrance of the black market. It was the third day of his employment with Mr. Shaw, who had given him an advance of one month’s salary. His ID card now held 60 R. 


  By the time he reached ground level, though, something in the air felt clearly amiss. The usual hustle and bustle was missing; everyone seemed to be in a tense rush. There was hardly anyone around the entrance area.


  Though Anzhe was confused, the potato soup was more enticing, so he made his way over. Just as he was about to reach the soup stall, he stopped dead in his tracks, froze for a second, then turned around and walked back the way he came.


  “Come back,” came a chilly voice from behind him like the snow gathered on the peak of a mountain. Lamenting his rotten luck, Anzhe turned again and walked a few steps back toward the entrance until he stood before the Judge.


  The Judge wasn’t alone: There were three younger arbiters beside him, dressed in regular uniforms. Anzhe had run into a routine patrol of the Judiciary Court.


  “Stiff movements,” Lu Feng said lightly. “Evasive body language. Deduct one point.”


  The young arbiter behind him held a pen and a notepad. At Lu Feng’s words, he studied Anzhe carefully before scribbling away on the page.


  Anzhe glanced at them, but Lu Feng’s eyes caught his gaze, so he quickly looked somewhere else.


  “Shifty eyes. Deduct one point.” There was no change in Lu Feng’s tone. The young arbiter behind him continued taking notes.


  Something about the scene felt familiar to Anzhe. He considered for a moment and concluded that His Excellency the Judge was not simply conducting routine patrol, but mentoring his junior colleagues, much like the way Mr. Shaw taught Anzhe as his apprentice. Of course, Lu Feng didn’t have Mr. Shaw’s patience or his knack for tutelage. His style was stiff; not at all like a qualified mentor.


  Anzhe waited for his next point deduction.


  To his surprise, though, as stiff as Lu Feng’s mentoring style was, he seemed to approach the task with diligence. He began questioning the juniors: “And the conclusion?”


  “Yes, Colonel,” answered the young arbiter. “All signs considered, the suspect is human.”


  “How to account for the abnormalities?”


  “He’s afraid of you, sir.”


  Lu Feng smirked.




  Chapter 11


   


  IT WAS THE FIRST TIME Anzhe had seen Lu Feng smile—though they’d only met once before, and though it was only the faintest of smiles. 


  Still, Anzhe could tell the Judge had come to harass him. 


  The slight curve faded from Lu Feng’s mouth, and his face returned to his usual flat look. His slender fingers toyed with his pitch-black gun, exuding an air of danger. 


  “Can I leave now?” tried Anzhe. 


  Lu Feng didn’t so much as blink. “What are you doing here?”


  “I work here,” replied Anzhe honestly. 


  “Sublevel one or two?” 


  “…Sublevel three.”


  “Oh,” said Lu Feng. 


  A prolonged silence followed, until the young arbiter stopped recording. “No abnormalities noted during verbal interrogation, supporting the conclusion that the suspect is human.” 


  Anzhe saw Lu Feng shoot a look toward the young arbiter—a very unimpressed one. He tried once more: “May—” 


  “You can go,” said Lu Feng. 


  “Thank you.” Anzhe turned, quickly going back inside to sit at the potato soup stall. He was really craving it today. 


  The potato soup sold in residential areas was priced at 0.3 R, but here it cost 1 R. The reason for the difference was clear. Here, the soup was at least three times as thick, and it didn’t contain just soft-boiled potatoes, but little bits of minced meat—possibly even milk, too. The richly fragrant aroma of protein filled the air. 


  His spoon was white. Anzhe blew on it to cool it before putting it in his mouth and swallowing. 


  Enveloped in dense steam from the soup, he narrowed his eyes in satisfaction. If it meant he could no longer see the Judge out of the corner of his eye, that would have been even better. Anzhe ate slowly but fastidiously, careful to make no noise at all. Roughly twenty minutes later, he completed the process of ingesting food. He readied himself to pass by His Excellency the Judge and get out of there. 


  As he rose and turned to the door, he heard a sharp beeping sound. Lu Feng pressed down on his communicator to answer it. 


  “Useless,” he said acidly into the receiver as Anzhe walked past. Unnerved, Anzhe hastened through the black market’s doors. 


  It was just about dusk. The sun had already set, leaving the western horizon an ocean of grayish-blue. The wind was cold. In another two hours, the Base would cut power. The supply depot across from the black market was also closing for the day; people spat from its doors in constant streams. 


  The three major buildings—the supply depot, the black market, and the train station—formed a triangle with a huge plaza in between. Presently, people coming in from all over the city rushed about like migrating ants, flowing toward the train platform. 


  The train ran from six in the morning to eight in the evening, arriving every hour on the dot. 


  As the time listed on the schedule drew closer, a faint rumbling noise began to approach from the distance. The platform shook violently for a moment and then the train stopped, resting on the tracks like a silver-white snake. A dozen doors opened and passengers surged off—those who had come from other parts of the city and were headed to their own residential area, and those who had just come back from the wilderness. 


  At that moment, a mechanical female voice rang out gently over the platform. “Attention, passengers—due to technical issues, all passengers must disembark. Please do not board the train. Disperse and wait for further instructions. Due to technical issues, all passengers must disembark. Please do not board the train. Disperse and wait for further instructions.” 


  The command kept on repeating. At first the people at the station were confused, but then they slowly began to move. Some, however, paled instantly and rushed any traveling companions with them off the train. They fought their way through the crowd as fast as they could. Soon their behavior infected the rest of the crowd, and in less than three minutes, an atmosphere of terror filled the station as everyone rushed for the plaza. 


  Anzhe had also been waiting for the train, but now he was adrift in the tide. He didn’t know what had happened, but he knew humans moved in flocks, so he turned, intending to flow with the crowd. 


  But the crush was too much. He stumbled as someone rammed into his back with a clack of high heels against the ground. Anzhe turned, recognizing the scent in the air as Dusay’s—Madam Dusay, the mistress of sublevel 3. She looked like she’d just gotten off the train. As their eyes met, Dusay recognized him in turn. She grabbed Anzhe by the wrist almost reflexively and yanked him along with her, running all the while. 


  The plaza was full of the screams of trampled people, but Dusay weaved through the crowd like a seasoned veteran until the two of them had powered their way to the front. When they made it to the edge with the rest of the faster runners—they stopped. 


  A row of lightly armored trucks lined the roads leading away from the plaza, one parked every dozen yards. They were marked with a silver shield insignia; from the handbook, Anzhe knew it was the emblem of the City Defense Bureau, more formally known as the Bureau of Base Defense of the Outer City. Heavily armed soldiers were filing out of the trucks to seal off the exits. 


  Anzhe still didn’t know what was happening. He’d had to run more quickly than he was used to and hadn’t caught his breath yet. Beside him, Dusay was bent double and coughing as she violently sucked in air.


  Anzhe patted her on the shoulder. It took half a minute or so, but Dusay finally seemed to recover. The plaza was still in utter chaos, with people trying to escape the train like their lives depended on it, only to be stopped at the perimeter by a wall of soldiers. 


  Anzhe helped Dusay to a quieter corner. “What’s happening?” he asked. 


  “This used to happen all the time.” She straightened, looking out at the crowd. “Aberrations must have snuck in.” She caught her breath before she went on. “They’re on the train for sure. It takes too long to inspect everyone in each cabin—when an aberration attacks, if they’re not killed quickly enough, they can take out entire cabins at once. Inspections are easier with everyone evacuated.” She wondered out loud, “It’s been a long time since anything like this happened. How did they slip past the Judge?”


  “He was on patrol,” said Anzhe. 


  It was more than that. Anzhe had heard Lu Feng receive a call and acidly call someone “useless.” In hindsight, that had probably been news of the infiltration. 


  Suddenly, Anzhe felt her grip on him tremble. “He’s here?” Dusay asked. Anzhe hummed in assent.


  As if to support his claim, they heard a muffled bang. A beam of white light appeared in midair, shining down from somewhere high up. It tore through the dusk like a blinding bolt of lightning and landed on the shoulder of a man not too far ahead of Anzhe and Dusay. 


  Anzhe whirled to look where the light had come from. Atop the massive gray building of the black market, at its lofty peak, stood a tall and slender figure: the black-uniformed Lu Feng. In one hand he held his black weapon, now lowered, and in the other a pair of binoculars, which he handed to a young arbiter nearby. 


  “Target marked by magnesium beam!” A clipped command came from the defense troops. “Ready!” 


  A shrill ringing from one of the nearby trucks answered the command. Piercing screams erupted throughout the plaza as a flaming bullet, roiling with smoke, streaked toward the spot where the magnesium beam had pointed. 


  It happened in moments. 


  There was an acrid burning smell. In the middle of the crowd, a man fell heavily to the ground. Smoke burst from his body, and more hysterical screams rang out through the plaza. 


  Anzhe’s hand was crushed in Dusay’s grip. 


  “He was sitting right behind me,” she murmured. “But he didn’t attack anyone. I’m fine.” She seemed to relax. “That was a white phosphorous bullet… He’s as dead as they get.” 


  She looked to the top of the black market building. Lu Feng’s silhouette had disappeared from the roof, but she continued to stare at the spot where he’d been. Anzhe watched her. In the setting sun, Madam Dusay’s alluring face suddenly possessed an unusual serenity. 


  After a minute, the screaming around them subsided. As civilians fled, an open space had formed, and at the center the scorched and twisted body ceased its convulsions and fell still. Everyone let out a breath of relief, but the Defense Bureau’s barricade didn’t budge an inch. 


  “The colonel saved me once before, five years ago.” Dusay’s voice broke through Anzhe’s thoughts. “At the city gates. It was a lot like today.” 


  Anzhe didn’t say anything, feeling the emotions settle around them. That day at the city gates, he had understood why someone could despise Lu Feng with all they had—today, he realized why others might feel differently. 


  Three minutes later, the City Defense soldiers carved a path through the crowd. Lu Feng led his group to the four corpses, walking quickly. Anzhe and Dusay stood nearby. 


  Lu Feng was wearing white gloves. He knelt on one knee and went for the body in the middle. “Knife,” he said briskly. 


  One of the arbiters handed him a gleaming blade. 


  Lu Feng cut open the corpse’s stomach without flinching. The scorched body gave off a pungent odor, but the stomach cavity lacked the typical human organs. Instead it was full of tiny yellowish things, translucent and thickly amassed. 


  Anzhe tried to get a better look. They resembled larvae—of something like spiders, perhaps. Some of them were still writhing. 


  He saw Lu Feng frown. He slid his knife upward, swiftly slicing open the body’s throat and esophagus. More of the yellow stuff spilled out like a waterfall. 


  “Parasitic. Chance of widespread infection.” Lu Feng rose, dropping his discarded gloves on the corpse as an arbiter passed him new ones. “We’re going to need a thorough inspection.”


  Dusay went limp and fell forward. 


  Anzhe remembered what she’d told him—that the man had been sitting right behind her. He did his best to keep her upright, but she’d made too much movement. It drew Lu Feng’s eyes, which traveled over and stopped at her face. Anzhe followed his gaze.


  In the earlier chaos, he hadn’t taken a good look at her. Now that he looked closely, he noticed a small, blister-like mark on her forehead, gleaming faintly. Something inside was wriggling. 


  “I…” As if she’d felt it herself, Dusay reached for her forehead. Shaking, she stared straight at Lu Feng as tears streamed from her eyes. She took a few steps toward him. 


  It was the first time Anzhe had seen such an expression on someone’s face. He couldn’t tell if it was love or hate—perhaps it was just despair. 


  Bang. 


  She crumpled forward. Anzhe couldn’t hold onto her. After the shot rang out, her body collapsed to the ground. 


  Anzhe was standing the closest to Lu Feng. Their eyes met. 


  He looked into those cold green eyes, eyes that seemed not to hold anything at all—


  Lu Feng’s hand suddenly reached toward him.


  Anzhe flinched. 


  But the Judge didn’t pull the trigger: His outstretched hand had no gun in it. His fingertips landed on Anzhe’s cheek instead and paused there for a moment. Anzhe thought of the instant Dusay had fallen, when some of her blood had splattered onto his face. Warm at first, it had quickly become cold. 


  That cold wetness was wiped away. As drops of crimson feathered into the pristine whiteness of Lu Feng’s glove, there was a fleeting impression of warmth on Anzhe’s cheek. 


  Trembling, Anzhe closed his eyes. 




  Chapter 12


   


  LU FENG’S FINGERS lingered on his cheek for three seconds, maybe four, before he withdrew them. That momentary warmth faded quickly in the evening chill. 


  Anzhe opened his eyes once again to the sight of Lu Feng’s retreating back, just like that day at the city gates. 


  At that moment, a bright white light illuminated the plaza. 


  Anzhe squinted. Lu Feng’s silhouette blurred, and by the time Anzhe’s vision cleared, his black-clad figure had disappeared into the crowd. A few City Defense soldiers came up and took Dusay’s body away. Her long brown hair shone like honey in the light. With her eyes closed, she looked at peace. Anzhe didn’t know what she’d been thinking in her last moments, and probably he never would. 


  Many people were looking at them, and after the soldiers left, they began whispering to each other. Anzhe’s hearing wasn’t good enough to catch more than a few words. Many of them had recognized the mistress of the black market’s sublevel 3; some of them mourned the loss of a beautiful woman, while others feared that they, too, could have been infected by the parasite. 


  Soon, that same robotic voice rang out. “Please stay where you are and maintain a safe distance from each other. In thirty minutes, the Judiciary Court will begin a thorough inspection.” 


  It was a beautiful voice, but none present were in the mood to appreciate it. They all glanced at each other, only to realize almost at once that they had no idea if those around them were still human. The crowd began scrambling like a horde of ants, everyone desperate to put distance between themselves and the people around them no matter if they knew each other or not. At last, the chaotic crowd dispersed into more of a sparse web. Anzhe stood at the furthest edge, next to a puddle of Dusay’s blood. He looked into the faces of everyone around him, reading the terror there. Fundamentally, the human base and the Abyss were not that different. 


  “There’s something on his face!” came a distant shriek. 


  There was an audible scuffle, and then a loud fight. Thirty seconds passed, and then a gunshot ended the incident. 


  Dead silence enveloped the entire plaza; not even the sound of breathing could be heard. If someone had told Anzhe he was standing in a cemetery and the people frozen around him were actually tombstones, he wouldn’t have had much reason to doubt them. 


  He looked around the crowd in hopes of finding Lu Feng, but there were too many people to sift through. Finally, Anzhe turned his eyes back to the granite tiles of the plaza, made white and harsh under the bright lights. 


  His gaze suddenly stilled. 


  At a stranger’s feet about sixteen feet ahead of him was a coppery flash.


  The thought struck Anzhe that the bullet casing around his neck must have fallen off, and his hand flew to his collar—to feel the little metal object digging into his skin through his shirt. Still there. 


  He stared unblinking at the ground and took a few steps forward. A man nearby cursed at him and shuffled away. 


  “Sorry,” said Anzhe. “I dropped something.” 


  He made his way past a few others and crouched to pick the brass bullet casing from the ground. When his fingers wrapped about it, his hand trembled. 


  It was a size and weight he knew very well—and the same went for the pattern on it. He couldn’t tell any difference between the one in his hand and the one that hung around his neck.


  His heart pounded. He clutched it tight and stood, thinking back to five minutes ago. 


  When Dusay felt the parasitic blister on her forehead, she’d known that she was dead, that the Judge would execute her for sure. Despite her fear, she had seemed like she wanted to be closer to the Judge, even taking a few steps toward him—but the bullet had torn through her before she’d made it to Lu Feng. 


  Where had he been standing?


  Anzhe saw the dark bloodstain not too far away. Lu Feng had been standing right where Anzhe was now, or not very far away, when he’d fired. 


  What was a bullet casing? It was like a bullet’s jacket; he knew that much. There was relevant knowledge in An Ze’s memories: When a bullet left the gun bore, the casing would fly backward out of the weapon and land on the ground. 


  There was no question that this casing he’d just picked up belonged to Lu Feng, the master of the Judiciary Court. But what about the identical bullet casing he’d found in the wilderness when he lost his spore? Did it also belong to the Judiciary Court? 


  An indescribable feeling filled Anzhe, a fear he couldn’t fully articulate. If his spore’s disappearance was linked to the Judiciary Court, then it was clear how difficult it would be to recover it. He couldn’t even inquire about it directly—that would be essentially announcing to them that he was a mushroom. 


  He spent thirty minutes in his bewildered thoughts before the appealing robotic voice returned. “Incubation time complete. Please form orderly lines to undergo infection testing. Cleared individuals, please exit swiftly.” 


  The instructions repeated themselves. A massive light activated somewhere across the plaza, and people slowly converged in that direction to undergo examination.


  The two people next to Anzhe seemed possibly to be father and son—one of them was older, with sideburns, while the other was a boy who looked maybe thirteen. 


  “Why’d we have to wait thirty minutes?” asked the boy. 


  “The Judge isn’t a machine,” said his father, quietly. “He can’t tell if you’ve been infected the moment a bug bites you. The Judiciary Court says they’re able to identify infection thirty minutes after it happens. You’ve never been to the city gates, but the waiting time is half an hour there too.”


  “Oh,” said the boy. “But how do they tell?”


  “Don’t ask me,” replied his father. “How am I supposed to know?”


  “I heard they kill anyone they want—”


  “Be quiet.” There was a thread of fear in the father’s hasty tone. “You want to get shot right now?” 


  As if to underscore the threat, a gunshot rang out from the other end of the plaza. They both fell silent. 


  The Judge worked quickly through the line, and the occasional gunshots set their teeth chattering. Sometimes they happened at very even intervals, once every ten minutes or so. Sometimes there were many shots in a row and then nothing for a long time. 


  “He’s probably killed all of them now,” said the man next to Anzhe. But another gunshot rang out as soon as the words were out of his mouth. The boy shuddered. 


  Those judged to be infected were shot on the spot, while the people deemed clean were allowed to leave the plaza. Gradually, the crowd thinned until everyone left gathered into a loose line, slowly moving forward. Anzhe stood at the very back, counting every gunshot. By the time he reached the front, he’d made it to seventy-three. 


  At the exit point, he spied Lu Feng leaning against a stone pillar, cast into a slender silhouette by the light. He was flanked by two arbiters, and further by heavily armed City Defense soldiers. The ground before him was a mess of blood. 


  No—not just blood. Scattered all over the ground were brass bullet casings. 


  The father-son duo went through without incident. Next up was Anzhe, who stepped forward and stopped in front of Lu Feng.


  Lu Feng was taller than him; Anzhe had to lift his chin to meet his gaze. He sensed Lu Feng looking him up and down. 


  “What’s in your hand?” 


  Anzhe hadn’t realized he’d be caught holding onto something so small. As he met the Judge’s downcast stare, he could only open his palm to show the bullet casing lying in his hand. Just like the others strewn over the ground, it represented someone the Judge had executed. 


  Silence stretched long and thin between them. 


  “Go,” said Lu Feng. The evening wind scattered his voice so that it sounded deeper than usual to his ear. 


  Anzhe turned and walked into the darkened night.




  Chapter 13


   


  “ON MAY 17 AT 7 P.M., parasitic mutations infiltrated the Outer City supply depot plaza through a new path of infection. The Judiciary Court has adjusted their trial protocols in response to this new parasitic method. Presently, the danger to the Base has been neutralized. All residents may travel without concern.


  “To increase trial accuracy and ensure the full attendance of the Judge at court, city gate opening hours will be limited to 8 a.m.–12 p.m. and 2–6 p.m. Please be mindful of your arrival time.


  “According to observations by the Lighthouse, the breeding season for arthropods and parasitic monsters has begun ahead of schedule. To defend against aerial attacks, the Base’s ultrasonic deterrence system has been raised to Level Three. The danger levels of the Second Plain, Basin Six, and the Southwest Ravine have been upgraded to four stars. Please practice caution while in the wilderness and wear appropriate personal protective equipment. This message has been sent to all squads currently travelling outside the city.


  “On May 17 at 7 p.m., parasitic mutations infiltrated…” 


  The announcements played on a loop. Mr. Shaw smacked the power button on the radio and went back to shaping his mold. 


  Anzhe was sitting in the corner, implanting eyebrow hairs—though he wasn’t doing regular eyebrows anymore. Mr. Shaw had drawn shapes and directions on the doll’s blank face with gray pencil, and Anzhe was practicing eyebrow implants for the doll replica of the Judge. 


  Dusay was dead, but the order she’d referred to them still needed to be filled—Mr. Shaw had already received half of the total price as a deposit. The agreed exchange would happen in a month: They would deliver it to the customer’s doorstep, a room in District 6, Building 13. At that point, the commissioner would pay the other half of the amount. 


  Lu Feng’s eyebrows were the same deep black as his hair, an almost vivid color. His long brows were slightly arched, reaching a defined peak before slowly tapering into thin, sharp points. It had taken Mr. Shaw a full hour just to draw them on. Once he held the actual doll’s head in his hands, Anzhe would have to plant the hairs exactly according to the template, looking up from time to time to check his work against a photograph of Lu Feng displayed on the tablet in front of him. 


  The tablet had arrived at seven o’clock in the morning, delivered by the same black-garbed young man who sold cell phones. He had said it was a gift for Mr. Shaw from Mr. Hubbard. 


  His delivery complete, the boy shot Anzhe a glance. “Looks like you found yourself a good gig. Got the money for a phone yet?”


  Anzhe felt very apologetic. His wages only covered potato soup, so all he could say was “Not yet.” The young man sighed in disappointment and left. 


  The tablet he had brought contained a few close-up photos of Lu Feng, mostly taken the day before when he had been patrolling the black market. They were all from excellent angles, and Anzhe was even in the background of one of them—but Lu Feng had been the focus of the shot, so everything except for him was blurry. Anzhe was just a white figure in the background with a bowl of potato soup in front of him. 


  Mr. Shaw chuckled. “Hubbard’s got his hands everywhere in the black market. It’s no easy task to get pictures of the Judge. We might not have exact data, but with good pictures, we can still do a pretty good job.” He flipped through the images. “Women really go crazy for him, don’t they. What do you think?” 


  Biologically speaking, Anzhe wasn’t a woman—so he didn’t feel crazy, only deeply uncomfortable. He harbored an instinctive fear of the Judge, the only person in the entire human base to suspect him of being something that didn’t belong here. If one day Anzhe died at the Base, he thought, it would most certainly be by the Judge’s gun. 


  “I don’t like him,” he said. 


  “Then you’re a dissident,” said Mr. Shaw. “I hate those types. My last apprentice was one.”


  “Why?” asked Anzhe. 


  “I paid him a good salary, but he still had the gall to take half a day off every week to go march in protests.”


  Anzhe fell silent. “I’m not a dissident,” he said. 


  “I don’t care what side you’re on,” said Mr. Shaw with earnest conviction. “Just don’t take time off.”


  “I…I won’t.” 


  When Mr. Shaw smiled kindly at him in response, Anzhe made a request. “May I live here?” 


  After observing for a few days, Anzhe knew Mr. Shaw had a sizable shop. There were a few unused storage shelves in the corner with enough space for someone to sleep between them. 


  “Why?” asked Mr. Shaw. 


  Anzhe knew people in the Base rarely moved. They were all assigned places to live when they were very young—but of course, whether they continued to live there or not was a different story. Most mercenaries spent their lives out in the wild, and the men and women of sublevel 3 rarely spent time in their own beds. 


  Anzhe just didn’t want to go back to Building 117 anymore. George’s refusal to leave him alone was exhausting. 


  “It’s my neighbor,” he explained. “He’s always…” 


  Before Anzhe could find the right words, Mr. Shaw arched a brow with a look of understanding. “Trying to get in your pants?” 


  Anzhe was becoming convinced that Shaw Scott only ever thought about one thing. “No,” he said. “He just keeps talking to me.”


  “Isn’t that the same as trying to get in your pants?”


  “No.” Anzhe considered George’s behavior very carefully. “We used to be good friends.” 


  There were some things he wasn’t comfortable telling Mr. Shaw, so he would have to use An Ze’s memories as his own. “We grew up together as neighbors. I submitted stories to the city paper and earned some money that way, and he was a mercenary. Sometimes, if either of us ran out of money, we’d take care of each other. But then when I wanted to take the test for the supply depot, he didn’t want me to. He said it was…too hard, and that he wanted me to go with him into the wild instead and make money easier that way.” 


  Mr. Shaw scoffed. 


  Anzhe turned to him, hoping to get his opinion. He couldn’t understand why George had treated An Ze the way that he did. “What made him say that?”


  Mr. Shaw picked up a forearm and worked on it with a file as he spoke. “If you pass the test and rise above your station, what’s he supposed to do? He’s never going to be more than a petty mercenary—would you still keep hanging around him then?” Mr. Shaw looked up again, glancing at Anzhe. “Who knows, you might hook up with one of the higher-ups at the supply depot. He wouldn’t have any shot at you then.”


  But An Ze wouldn’t have. “I wouldn’t,” said Anzhe. 


  “Even so, that’s what he thought.” Mr. Shaw finished polishing a fingernail, spraying it with lacquer before moving on to the next one. “Who can ever know for sure with these things? Human nature ain’t pretty. That’s why you should never get mixed up with losers like that—”


  Anzhe looked down. Mr. Shaw was a good person deep down, he told himself; a good elder who would offer guidance to young humans about their futures. Similar social dynamics existed in some species of the Abyss. 


  Unfortunately, Mr. Shaw kept talking. “You ought to keep an eye out here in sublevel three and get yourself a good mercenary captain, a real badass like Hubbard. Your loser will keep his distance for sure after that. Or if he bothers you again, just get your new man to beat him up. It doesn’t even have to be a man—I bet the captain of AR1104 would be all over you, but she’s got a face like a chimpanzee.” 


  “The Judge has longer fingers than that,” Anzhe pointed out. 


  Startled, Mr. Shaw swore and started over with the forearm, forgetting completely about giving Anzhe advice. Anzhe smiled as he watched the man bury himself in his task. 


  And so he moved into sublevel 3. 


  Without George, Anzhe’s world was a lot more peaceful. He used his advance pay to buy a folding bed and set up between two empty shelves in the corner. At night, when the lights were off, the limbs, eyeballs, and heads of the dolls kept him company. Sometimes, when he ventured out, mercenaries would stop him to ask his rates, but Mr. Shaw had taught him a very useful phrase: “I have someone already.” That one sentence fended off nearly every mercenary.


  It’s not that they respect boundaries, Mr. Shaw had said, cigarette dangling from his lips. You’re a pretty one, he continued. It’s only natural you’d have a powerful man. I’d better find you one before something happens. 


  Anzhe hadn’t said anything. The only man he had was an un­finished doll—one that was starting to look more like Lu Feng with every passing day.




  Chapter 14


   


  MR. SHAW BEGAN SHOUTING as soon as he walked in through the doors. “Why’d you go and move the colonel again?” 


  Anzhe had only just sat up in bed. He rubbed at his eyes and said in a small voice, “I can’t sleep with him next to me.”


  “You’re so fussy.” Mr. Shaw came over and rapped his knuckles on Anzhe’s head. “Didn’t you sleep just fine with a head in your arms a few days ago?”


  Anzhe didn’t say anything, just buried his head under the blanket and stayed there. 


  A head was one thing, but Lu Feng was another. As an aberration who kept being targeted by the Judge, Anzhe didn’t need another reason to be afraid of the man. 


  “I’ll dock your pay,” said Mr. Shaw. 


  Left with no other choice, Anzhe wriggled out of bed and slowly put on his jacket. 


  Mr. Shaw’s voice turned teasing again. “Maybe you should forget about hooking up with a mercenary,” he said. “Just stay in here and work for me instead.”


  “Why?” asked Anzhe. Mr. Shaw had been singing a different tune just yesterday. 


  “With you looking like that?” He clicked his tongue. “No way. Those scoundrels would bully you for sure.” 


  “Why would they bully me?”


  “For fun, of course,” said Mr. Shaw. He rapped Anzhe on the head once again. Anzhe frowned; it felt like Mr. Shaw was the one bullying him.


  But there was nothing he could do about it. Like a parasite, he depended on Mr. Shaw’s resources. Anzhe had no choice but to get out of bed and wash up before devoting himself to the day’s work. 


  It was the thirtieth day since they’d begun making the doll, which meant they had to finish it by tonight at the latest to make their delivery. 


  Mr. Shaw had finished the limbs and torso a solid ten days ago—or, more accurately, Anzhe had done so under Mr. Shaw’s direction. Then he’d selected a prop from the supply depot to give to the doll and gone through the black market to get a shockingly realistic uniform. Currently, the doll of the Judge possessed a flawless body. All that was missing was its head. 


  Anzhe was holding that head in his arms, checking to see if the hairs he’d implanted were properly aligned. Mr. Shaw had turned on the boiler, mixing some kind of clear resin in a ceramic pot with one hand and slowly adding drops of green dye into it with the other. At first, the dye in the pot was a single blob of forest green; then it spread, growing countless tendrils that diffused evenly as he stirred. The resin turned pale green, then gradually darkened. Anzhe didn’t have anything to do once he’d finished inspecting the hair, so he stood and watched the color change and thought about Lu Feng’s eyes. 


  Under bright light, they were a cold shade of green, the color of leaves frozen in milky ice in the winter. Anzhe often felt a chill when those eyes landed on him. 


  But in the dim evening light, Lu Feng’s eyes became a dark forest green, like a deep lake in the darkness of night, hiding many unknowns. 


  Anzhe paid close attention to the resin. Once it matched the shade he remembered, he stopped Mr. Shaw. “It’s good now.” 


  Mr. Shaw smiled, turning off the boiler. “You’ve got a good eye.”


  Anzhe didn’t say anything. He handed the mold to Mr. Shaw, who poured the resin into the spherical depression to cool. Once the resin was embedded into the molded whites, the eyes were complete.


  After that, they were socketed into the doll’s head. Anzhe had personally implanted each of its eyelashes. Those black lashes now framed the green pupils, and the indifference of the doll’s expression was so realistic it put Anzhe on edge. He grabbed the black officer’s cap and put it on the doll’s head. 


  The next step was to adjust the joints and polish the contours of the face. At seven o’clock in the evening, they finally placed the finishing touches. Anzhe watched the doll quietly, and the doll stared back. It looked just like the colonel himself.


  The “colonel himself” was then folded up at the joints and placed into a rolling suitcase. Mr. Shaw clapped his hands. “Off to delivery. I’ll get Jimson to do it—he’s cheap.” 


  Jimson was the name of the black-clothed young man who sold cell phones, who had delivered those pictures of the Judge. But Mr. Shaw dialed him on his communicator again and again to no avail.


  Mr. Shaw frowned. “What’s going on? He get busted?” 


  He dialed Hubbard’s communicator next, but it went straight to voicemail: “The person you are trying to reach is not present on Base. Please leave a message.”


  Mr. Shaw turned to the tablet on the desk, turned the screen on, and deleted all the photos in one fell swoop. “Something’s fishy,” he said. “We need to get rid of the goods as fast as possible. There’s no other work tonight—you come with me to drop it off.”


  And so Anzhe returned to District 6, a place he hadn’t set foot in for a whole month. 


  Unit 312, Block 4, Building 13 in District 6. That was their commissioner’s address. The suitcase was heavy, so Anzhe and Mr. Shaw took turns hefting it up the stairs to the third floor. Unlike Building 117, where Anzhe used to live, all the residents of Building 13 were women, and they encountered several of them on their way up. Most of them had short hair and taller physiques, with clear, well-defined features. Looking at them, he couldn’t help but be reminded of Dusay. 


  Dusay had been a special woman. She was tall to be sure, but much more slender than any other woman Anzhe had seen. At the same time, she had a much more ample bosom as well—the juxtaposition of curves and slimness had made her body look extraordinarily sensuous, a rarity even in sublevel 3.


  As Anzhe thought, he saw Mr. Shaw’s eyes roving brazenly over the bodies of the women they passed. “There won’t be another like her,” he said.


  Anzhe said nothing. He quietly knocked on the door marked 12. “Hello, special delivery.”


  No one came. 


  Anzhe knocked a bit harder. “Hello, we have a delivery for you.”


  Still no one answered. 


  Mr. Shaw went up and slammed his fist on the door. “Anyone home? A delivery from sublevel three.”


  There was only silence, broken by the sound of footsteps behind them. Anzhe turned to see a middle-aged woman in gray. “Hello,” he said politely. “Do you live in Number Twelve?” 


  The woman shook her head and looked at the door. “Are you looking for her?”


  Anzhe assented. “We’ve come to deliver something she ordered.” 


  The woman’s blank expression didn’t change. Her eyes went to the suitcase in Mr. Shaw’s hand. “What is it?” 


  “Something expensive. We can’t share any more. Is she not at home? When is she coming back?” 


  The woman’s mouth tightened. She said nothing. 


  Mr. Shaw couldn’t hold himself back anymore. “When—”


  “She’s dead,” said the woman. “Didn’t you know?”


  The air seemed to still. 


  After a brief pause, Mr. Shaw raised his voice. “Dead? Then who’s paying the rest of the bill?”


  The woman’s mouth twisted into a bitter smile. “Go ask the Judge. He’s the one who killed her.” 


  Mr. Shaw’s mouth clamped shut at once.


  Anzhe, however, was taken aback. “What was her name?” he asked. 


  The woman didn’t seem to hear him. She turned and tapped her ID card for the door across the hallway. Right before the door swung closed on her retreating back, they heard two syllables: 


  “Dusay.” 


  Anzhe recalled Dusay’s face as she looked at Lu Feng in her last moments. He had no idea what to say. Mr. Shaw was quiet, too. After a long beat, he sighed, laughing ruefully. “Do you know how much this commission cost?” 


  “No,” said Anzhe. 


  “More than even Hubbard’s.” Mr. Shaw lowered his eyes to the suitcase on the ground and said in a light voice, “She toyed with so many men—I didn’t know she had a heart to lose.”


  “Dusay said the Judge saved her once,” said Anzhe. 


  “What an idiot.” Mr. Shaw sighed, shaking his head. “Someone like the Judge kills aberrations first and saves civilians second. She’d been making her money off men all her life—she hadn’t been a little girl in a long time. How could she not get that? It wasn’t worth it.” 


  Anzhe said nothing. He couldn’t understand why Dusay had liked Lu Feng, but it was true that there was no one else like him. Why, exactly, he didn’t know. 


  There was a long pause before Mr. Shaw spoke again. “If she’s gone, what do we do with the goods? We can’t drop it. If anyone finds it, the Judiciary Court will come right after me.” 


  “We could bring it back to the shop?” offered Anzhe. 


  “Definitely not.” Mr. Shaw shook his head. “Jimson’s offline all of a sudden. Something’s up.” He whirled on Anzhe as if he’d suddenly remembered something. “Isn’t your place in District 6?” He hefted the suitcase. “You don’t live there, so it’s not like anyone will find out. Here—you take this home tonight and keep it at your house for a few days. If no one comes after us, I’ll get someone to take it off your hands.”


  “What about you?” asked Anzhe. 


  Mr. Shaw looked at his watch and frowned. “I have to head back. It’s the last train.”


  Anzhe thought it over and agreed that it could work. He didn’t live in District 6, so locking up the doll there would be fine. 


  Mr. Shaw patted him on the shoulder. “You got this.” With that, he hurried off to catch the train. 


  Unfortunately, Anzhe did not, in fact, got this. 


  District 6 was ring-shaped, so Building 13 wasn’t too far from 117. That was also why Mr. Shaw was comfortable letting him take home the doll. However, the doll was fully solid and not light by any means. Anzhe lugged the massive suitcase through the streets at a turtle-like pace, and by the time he made it to Building 117, it was completely dark. 


  The whole place was cloaked in shadow, the building’s silhouette only visible by the light of the aurora. Anzhe stood at the entrance to his block, wilting with despair at the thought of hauling the suitcase up another five flights of stairs. It was really heavy. 


  The wilted Anzhe turned so he wasn’t looking at the pitch-black staircase anymore. It was time to stop and take a break. 


  Suddenly, he felt scalding breaths on his back, and someone’s arms wrapped around him. 


  “An Ze!” It was George. “I saw you from the window and came down immediately,” he said, holding onto him. “Where have you been? Why were you away for so long? Why didn’t you tell me? I’ve been waiting for you this whole time.” He was panting. “You can’t leave me again. Where were you?” 


  Mr. Shaw was right. George did treat An Ze like something that belonged to him. 


  “Please let go of me,” Anzhe said calmly. 


  George didn’t let go. Instead, he tightened his grip. “Are you angry with me?” He didn’t give Anzhe a chance to respond. “I’m sorry. I apologize, I’ll apologize however you want, An Ze. I love you.”


  Anzhe said nothing. It seemed Mr. Shaw had been proven right a second time: This man really did want to get An Ze in bed. 


  “Thank you,” said Anzhe. “But I have someone already.”


  “You really are angry with me, huh?” George grinned. “You love trying to make me jealous when you’re mad.” 


  Anzhe had grown quite irritated with this human by now. He tried to wriggle free, but George forcibly turned him around. “Look at me, An Ze.”


  Bang! A gunshot rang out. 


  Flinching, George reflexively let go and looked around. 


  Anzhe also looked in the direction of the sound. A person had appeared in the shadow of the building at some point. He’d shot into the sky and was now holstering his pistol as he walked closer. The silhouette was tall and slender—and it was one Anzhe knew very well. 


  Only members of the military could legally carry a gun inside the city walls, and within all relevant departments, only one person was allowed to shoot whenever he wanted. 


  Anzhe realized he must have bumped into another of the Judge’s patrol shifts. What luck. 


  Lu Feng’s typically icy voice kept him from following that line of thought. “Who is this man to you?”


  “A neighbor,” said Anzhe. 


  Lu Feng walked up to them, so close now that anyone with sense would have been able to recognize him as the Judge. Anzhe could sense George go rigid. 


  “AD4117. My communicator ID.” Lu Feng sounded nonchalant. “If something like this happens again and you wish to contact me, I can have him arrested for indecent assault.”


  Anzhe looked up at Lu Feng, confused. Lu Feng was a military colonel, though, and keeping the peace within the city did seem to be part of his duties… 


  “Okay,” he said. Behind him, George stiffened further.


  But Anzhe didn’t have a thought to spare for George anymore. Lu Feng’s hand was resting gently on the handle of the suitcase. 


  “Need help carrying it up?” he asked casually. 




  Chapter 15


   


  ANZHE MET LU FENG’S EYES. 


  Lu Feng’s expression was as coolly indifferent as always and his gaze was calm. He seemed serious about the offer. 


  Anzhe couldn’t even form words. “I’m…I’m okay.” 


  If the suitcase had contained anything else and His Excellency the Judge still happened to offer to help, Anzhe wouldn’t have outright refused—even if he didn’t want to spend more time with the man than was necessary. At present, however, its contents were not compatible with the circumstances. 


  Anzhe reached for the handle as well to try and regain control. “I can do it myself.”


  “Can you?” Lu Feng looked at him, his brows drawing together. “You live on the first floor?” 


  “…The fifth floor. But I can manage.”


  “Oh,” said Lu Feng. He rested his hand on Anzhe’s fingers, before flicking them away in an instant. With a click, he pushed down the handle and took the grip on the side of the suitcase, carrying it without any effort. 


  Anzhe blinked, panicked. “You really don’t have to.”


  “Fifth floor?” asked Lu Feng. 


  Fine. Anzhe realized he’d given that away himself. Lu Feng strode toward the entrance to the stairwell before he could do anything else; all Anzhe could do was follow him.


  Before stepping through the doors, Anzhe turned to look at George and saw him still frozen in place, staring at them in shock. Mr. Shaw had said George would leave him alone if he hooked up with an experienced mercenary, and now it was clear he’d been right—even though this was the Judge, not a mercenary, and even though they didn’t really know each other like that. 


  Those few moments of distraction were enough for Lu Feng to put some distance between them. The colonel’s legs were much longer than Anzhe’s; he had no choice but to follow him into the stairwell at a jog.


  To save electricity, only the emergency lights were on inside the building, glowing dimly. The space was dark and cramped, the silence broken only by the crisp click of the colonel’s boots on the stairs. Every sound seemed to pound directly onto the surface of Anzhe’s heart. 


  Given what Anzhe knew of Lu Feng, he expected the next question out of the man’s mouth to be: “What’s in the suitcase?” But to his surprise—and his relief—Lu Feng didn’t say a thing the whole way up to the fifth floor. 


  Anzhe stopped in front of Number 14, took out his ID card, and unlocked the door. The curtains hadn’t been drawn, so the light of the aurora hit them at full force as soon as they stepped in. Vivid colors, layers of green with hints of purple and orange shining at the edges, blanketed most of the pitch-black sky. Anzhe went inside and turned on the little lamp, demonstrating the appropriate etiquette required in human interaction. “Please come in,” he said to the colonel standing by the door. 


  Lu Feng sailed right by and placed the suitcase flat on the ground by the wall. Gauging his expression, Anzhe thought he seemed in a rather good mood and not in any hurry to leave. 


  “Do you need to continue your patrol, sir?” he asked carefully. 


  Lu Feng leaned against the wall with his arms crossed. “No,” he said with no particular inflection. His cold green eyes stayed fixed on Anzhe. Anzhe was sure His Excellency the Judge suspected him of being inhuman even now and was still evaluating him for any potential anomalies. 


  “Then what are you going to do?” mumbled Anzhe. 


  “Return to the City Defense Bureau to rest,” said Lu Feng. 


  Anzhe struggled to hold a normal human conversation with him. “Not the Judiciary Court?”


  “It’s too far away.”


  “…Oh.” 


  The polite thing to do in this situation would be to invite the colonel to rest for a while—but Anzhe desperately wanted him gone. While it might have looked like there was only one colonel in this room, there were in fact two. 


  “Then when are you leaving?” asked Anzhe. 


  Lu Feng glanced at him. 


  Anzhe looked down, pressing his lips together.


  “Get me a cup of water,” said Lu Feng. It wasn’t a request or a suggestion: Everything out of his mouth had the sound of an order. 


  “Okay.” Anzhe took the cup from the table and left the room. The water room at the end of the hallway was very far away. When he got there, he stared at the two buttons—one red and the other blue—and tried to guess whether Lu Feng wanted hot or cold. 


  He pressed the blue button almost instantly. They didn’t have ice water here, or else he would have gotten a cup of that instead.


  Anzhe clutched the cup to his chest. Thinking about having to continue talking to Lu Feng, he plodded dejectedly back along the hallway. The Judge had helped him carry something upstairs in the middle of the night just for a drink of water? Was it that critical to stay hydrated on patrol?


  When he told this story at work tomorrow, Mr. Shaw, with his one-track mind, would surely say, “He just wants in your pants.”


  Wait. Anzhe froze. 


  He suddenly remembered why Mr. Shaw had wanted him to keep the suitcase. Jimson was always selling phones at the black market, but suddenly he couldn’t be contacted. Mr. Shaw had thought the whole thing was fishy enough that they couldn’t bring the Judge’s doll back to the shop. 


  Anzhe frowned, recalling everything Lu Feng had done. 


  The Judiciary Court didn’t run solo patrols. Before, at the black market’s gates, there had been three people with Lu Feng—so why was he alone now? And at Anzhe’s door besides? 


  Lu Feng always seemed like he could read minds—any abnormality in Anzhe’s behavior was noticed and dissected, so why hadn’t he even bothered to ask him what was in the suitcase? 


  Anzhe’s hand stilled on the doorknob. The Judge, he thought, might have come here…to arrest him.


  He withdrew his hand and took out his communicator to contact Mr. Shaw, but only one word appeared on the black-and-white screen: Unreachable. 


  Alarms blared in Anzhe’s heart. 


  At that moment, he heard that excruciatingly icy voice through the half-open door: “Come on in.”


  Anzhe’s heart pounded. He took a deep breath and opened the door. 


  Lu Feng was standing in the same place with his head lowered; Anzhe couldn’t tell what he was thinking. Next to him was the suitcase, upright.


  Anzhe walked up to him and held out the cup. “Here’s your water, Colonel.”


  Lu Feng didn’t move. 


  Realization dawned on him. Very slowly, Anzhe turned to the other side of the room—where he locked eyes with the real Lu Feng. 


  Sitting in front of Anzhe’s desk, his legs folded in haughty repose and holding a sheet of paper, Lu Feng looked up at him. 


  Anzhe learned the truest meaning of despair. 


  But at that moment, all he could do was walk up to Lu Feng and put the cup on the desk. “Your water, sir.”


  Lu Feng picked it up and took a sip, frowning. “Cold?”


  Anzhe was afraid to say anything. He seemed to have made yet another mistake. Lu Feng put down the cup and the flyer and turned to Anzhe. 


  “I made a mistake,” Anzhe said instantly.


  Lu Feng didn’t say anything for a full ten seconds. “How so?”


  “I didn’t bring you hot water.”


  “Cold water is fine,” said Lu Feng peaceably.


  Anzhe caught sight of the words STOP THE TYRANNY OF THE JUDGE scrawled on the flyer in bloodred text. His heart dropped further. “I participated in an illegal protest,” he said. 


  “Keep trying.” 


  Anzhe was done for. There was only one more thing he could be guilty of—but what kind of crime was committed by creating a doll of the Judge? 


  Deeply regretting not having read the laws of the Base in more detail, Anzhe racked his brain for the right words. A doll, the type of doll used for not-so-good things… 


  The term Lu Feng had used with George downstairs popped into his head. Despairing, Anzhe tried, “…Indecent assault?” 
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  A hint of amusement glimmered in Lu Feng’s eyes. “Have you ever read the Base Laws?”


  “No.”


  “Come closer,” said Lu Feng. 


  Anzhe took a step forward.


  “Your hand.”


  Anzhe reached out.


  Lu Feng’s voice was clipped and commanding. “Put it here.”


  “Where?”


  “On my chest.”


  Anzhe hesitated, but slowly put his hand on the left side of Lu Feng’s chest. The silver buttons of the uniform and the pin on his lapel were cold to the touch, the patterns hard and bumpy. He didn’t know why Lu Feng had told him to do this. 


  Click. 


  Cold silver handcuffs appeared around Anzhe’s wrist. 


  “For the crime of indecent assault,” said Lu Feng expressionlessly.


  Anzhe blinked in confusion. 


  He saw Lu Feng pick up his communicator. “Suspect apprehended, one item of contraband seized. Come pick us up.” 


   


  ***


   


  The stairwells in the City Defense Bureau were even darker and colder than those of the residential buildings. 


  Anzhe was taken to the basement floor, where the lights were dim and metal doors lined the hallway on either side. He realized this must be what humans called “jail.” He was led through one of those doors. 


  “Your hearing is tomorrow.” Lu Feng locked the door to Anzhe’s cell. “You have ten hours to prepare your defense.”


  “…I don’t have a defense,” said Anzhe. 


  “That’s what I thought.” Lu Feng turned to leave without so much as a look back. “Get some rest.” 


  Peeking through the bars on the door, Anzhe watched Lu Feng disappear down the hallway. 


  He heard whispering from the cell across from him. 


  “I told you they’d get all of us.” 


  “Hubbard’s out in the wilderness for some reason, else he’d be locked up in here too. He’s the one who got me those pictures—you two really screwed me over. Once we’re out, you’d better pay me.” 


  “Go ask Dusay for the money. She’s the one who made the order, and the bill’s not even squared.”


  “Then you take me to her.”


  It was Mr. Shaw and Jimson. 


  Anzhe looked in their direction, trying to make them out in the darkness. “You’re here too?” 


  “Sure am,” said Jimson. “I was minding my own honest phone business when the Judiciary Court people took me away.”


  Mr. Shaw sighed. “They got me before I even boarded the train.” 


  “What about you?” asked Jimson. “How did you get caught?”


  Anzhe didn’t answer him. “Mr. Shaw,” he said. 


  “What?” 


  “Do I really look easy to bully?” 


  “Is that news to you?” Mr. Shaw said languidly. “Why’re you asking?”


  Once again, Anzhe did not answer. “What crime were you charged with?” 


  “What kind of question is that?” said Mr. Shaw. “Theft of the Judge’s personal information.”


  “Really,” said Anzhe. 


  “What? Did they get you for something else?” 


  “No.”


  Mr. Shaw guffawed. “You even sound different. Did you get picked on again?”


  “No,” said Anzhe dispassionately.




  Chapter 16


   


  IN THE SILENCE of the cells, Jimson let out a yawn. “The beds in jail are actually pretty soft.”


  Anzhe looked around his own space. In the corner of the cramped cell was a Styrofoam board around seven feet long and three feet wide, a thin white blanket neatly folded at the end of it. That was the so-called bed. He sat down cross-legged on it and wrapped the thin blanket around himself, then leaned back against the wall.


  A glaring light illuminated the floor as footsteps approached from the end of the hallway; three soldiers from the City Defense Bureau walked by on their nightly inspection with their flashlights on. 


  “Three new guys tonight,” said the one on the left. “Who brought them in?”


  “The Judiciary Court, of course. Colonel Lu is all-powerful. Our office might as well just play logistical support for his department.”


  “The Court keeps trying to edge in on the City Defense Bureau, but Chief’s still hanging on.”


  The soldiers said nothing further, swinging their flashlights in the prisoners’ faces before continuing down the corridor. After checking each of the cells, they exited the hallway at the other end.


  With their departure, silence returned to the dungeon; the only sound that could be heard was the prisoners’ breathing. Anzhe could sense that there were very few people here other than them. Somewhere in the distance was the sound of water drops falling on a Styrofoam board.


  “This is how the City Defense Bureau wastes water,” Mr. Shaw grumbled.


  But the sound of the droplets continued without pause at perfectly even intervals. “It’s a clock,” said Jimson.


  Anzhe strained to listen and realized it was coming from the cell next to his. The sound happened at short periods—it wasn’t water droplets at all, but the ticking of an old mechanical watch. 


  The second hand ticked steadily in the darkness as time seemed to stretch on without end.


  At last, Jimson spoke. “You’ve got more experience with this, Mr. Shaw. How long will they keep us for?”


  “Shouldn’t be long,” said Mr. Shaw. “Depends on what the Judge’s information was used for. They won’t care if it doesn’t cause any material harm.”


  “That doesn’t sound right. You’re profiting off of it,” said Jimson. “Even if you get a light sentence, you’d probably still have to pay a fine.”


  “Then I’d rather serve a longer sentence,” said Mr. Shaw.


  Jimson sighed. “The Judge really lives up to his reputation, huh? Even taking a photo gets me arrested. I better stick to selling cell phones in the future. When the Judiciary Court dragged me off, I thought I must’ve somehow turned into an aberration without realizing. But all this over a picture. Scared me to death, seriously.”


  Mr. Shaw said nothing, but a crisp, pleasant voice came from the cell next to Anzhe’s. “Illegal theft of the Judge’s information? I’ve seen that one before.”


  “How many days will that get me?” asked Mr. Shaw.


  “Anywhere between three days and three years. There was one guy who was executed for using the info to plan an assassination.”


  “Did he…succeed?” Mr. Shaw asked tentatively.


  “No.”


  “But he was still executed?”


  “That’s what the Judiciary Act says.” The voice was calm. “The Judge must have absolute safety for absolute power.”


  “Then…” Mr. Shaw said hesitantly, “If the purpose wasn’t to harm him, how long will we be locked up here?”


  “That depends on the Judge’s mood,” said the voice.


  Anzhe’s fingers curled around his blanket. It had seemed to him like the Judge was in a pretty good mood.


  “So what are you in here for, man?” Jimson asked curiously.


  “Inciting resistance. And disseminating panic.”


  “Huh?” Jimson sounded confused.


  “I wrote articles for the Culture Bureau, and the City Defense people arrested me for it,” said the man in the cell. “Then the Culture Bureau shut down, but I’m still in here.”


  He had worked in the same field as An Ze, Anzhe realized.


  Jimson continued probing. “How long is your sentence?”


  “Life.”


  Jimson was quiet for a long moment. “You’re messing with me, aren’t you?”


  The man laughed and didn’t answer.


  Anzhe considered what he’d said. Based on what Anzhe had gleaned from An Ze’s memories, it had seemed like a safe job. “What did you write?” he asked his neighbor.


  “Educational articles about the history of the Base. I wrote under the pseudonym ‘the Poet.’ Have you read anything of mine?”


  “No,” said Anzhe.


  “Then would you like to hear one? You have a very nice voice.”


  “You have a nice voice too.” Anzhe could tell the man was eager to talk, so he said, “I would like to hear it.”


  “Stop.” Mr. Shaw spoke up then. “Your crime was inciting resistance. Don’t try to incite our boy here, now.”


  “You can just listen. It’s not like you need to worry about getting arrested.” There was a hint of laughter in the Poet’s voice. “After all, you’re already locked up.”


  He had a point.


  “I spent a long time on my research,” he added. “I haven’t had anyone to talk to about it since they put me in here. Though I’m sure you guys know the gist anyway.”


  “I don’t,” said Anzhe.


  “Oh? Then I’ll elaborate for you. Let’s see, where shall I start…” His voice gradually slowed. 


  “I’ll start with the Barren Years. Before the Barren Years was the Age of Great Prosperity. Back then, there were seven billion people on Earth. On the great plains, wherever you were, an hour’s drive could get you to a village or city, and they were all filled with people. On the outskirts of those cities were factories and farmlands for crops and livestock, all providing resources to the cities. There were wars, too, but they were all with other countries. Animals and plants were no match against human technology.”


  He paused, as if to organize his thoughts. After a moment, he continued, “That was the year 2020—more than a hundred years ago. When I worked as a mercenary, I once excavated the ruins of a research facility belonging to the capital of a former country. There I found a report—an analysis of geomagnetism, going all the way back to 2020.”


  No one spoke, so he went on, “Beginning in that year, they observed a rapid decline in the earth’s magnetic field. Do you know what a geomagnetic field is?”


  “Don’t ask me, man,” said Jimson. “I’m uncultured.”


  Mr. Shaw stayed quiet.


  “The Base doesn’t teach this stuff,” said the Poet. “But the geomagnetic field disappeared in 2030.”


  “So what did the geomagnetic field do?” Jimson asked earnestly.


  “The earth is a giant magnet, and our north and south poles are its positive and negative ends. The geomagnetic field was everything,” the Poet explained. “After it disappeared, compasses ceased to work, biospheres all over the world collapsed, and human industry ground to a halt because they couldn’t use or generate any power. But those are only the slightest consequences of the geomagnetic field’s disappearance.


  “Its primary function was to protect the earth. Drifting through the universe, our planet is surrounded by radiation on all sides, not to mention solar winds. All these things were diverted by the geomagnetic field so that the organisms on the surface of the planet could remain unharmed. But in 2030, when it disappeared, the whole world was exposed directly to solar radiation storms and cosmic rays. The radiation was so intense that most of the planet’s surface was completely devastated. Moisture couldn’t form on the surface without evaporating, and our atmosphere thinned. Drought, skin diseases, cancer… The earth lost half of its population. That was the period known as the Barren Years.”


  “Fuck,” said Jimson.


  “But they only lasted for a short time.” The Poet chuckled. “In the year 2020 when the scientists first noticed the change in geomagnetism, they proposed solutions, a Plan A and a Plan B. I sifted through mountains of records in the ruins before I could put them together.”


  Jimson’s voice was now filled with reverence. “Please tell us.”


  “Plan A involved building two massive magnetic field generators in specific locations, one on the Asian continent and the other in North America, called the East Pole and the West Pole respectively. These two magnetic field generators would replace the original North and South Poles, resonating with charged particles from the solar winds to create a new magnetic field that covered the entire earth.”


  Jimson clapped loudly. “Amazing!”


  “Plan B was to establish large underground cities, shifting human civilization from living aboveground to below the surface, in an effort to get away from the damage caused by the radiation and solar winds.”


  Jimson clapped again. “Nice.”


  “In 2040, Plan B was completed, and the underground cities were opened to the population. Then in 2043, Plan A was completed, and a reduced magnetic field was able to cover the entire planet. Organisms stopped dying from exposure to cosmic rays. Human technology began to recover. The period from 2040 to 2043 is henceforth referred to as the Sunrise Years.”


  The Poet sighed softly. “But that was only the start of the most difficult time in human history.”


  Anzhe’s eyes widened.


  “I know,” Jimson piped up from across the corridor. “The Calamitous Years are next.”


  “Yes,” the Poet confirmed. “The damage from the cosmic rays had caused an unforeseen level of genetic mutation, which gave birth to terrifying creatures. At first, it was superbacteria, fungi, and viruses. They multiplied and spread within the human population, infecting everyone indiscriminately. The cities filled with corpses. Anyone who’s been to the ruins out in the wilds has seen it.”


  “How could anyone survive that?” Anzhe asked.


  “Survival was left up to fate,” said the Poet. “If you happened to be genetically immune to these bacteria, then you could escape infection. The only ones left at the end were those people who were immune. By then, of the three billion people who had survived the Barren Years, only about one hundred million remained. But that’s still not the most difficult time in human history.”


  “What happened next?” Anzhe asked.


  “You all know what happened. Whether you consider it evolution triggered by the cosmic rays or just some kind of new, undetectable virus, living organisms all over the world began mutating on a massive scale—all over the earth. There must be something unique to the mutations, because once a human comes into contact, we become infected and slowly lose all human features until we’ve assimilated entirely. These creatures have a taste for attacking people; human genes are a delicacy to them. And so the war began: the single greatest war in human history.”


  He paused to order his thoughts, then said, “With the population spread so thin, humans were unable to defend themselves against these new monsters, so they gathered what remained of their resources and constructed bases. Here, our IDs all start with ‘3,’ because this is the third human base. Together, the Northern Base, the Southeastern Base, the Virginia Base, and the Underground City Base share the destiny of all humanity. Once the bases were established, humans could finally catch their breath, which brings us here, to our lives now.”


  As he spoke, the atmosphere in the jail seemed to lighten somewhat, but his next sentence brought it back below freezing point.


  “It’s just too bad that the bases aren’t safe either.” The Poet coughed a few times before his voice dropped lower. “In 2061, there was a swarm of mutated rodents and the Southeastern Base fell. In 2073, after an infiltration of aquatic aberrations, Virginia Base also fell.”


  “Fucking hell.” Jimson suddenly cut him off. “Now I know why you were charged with incitement and malicious dissemination of panic. The City Defense people should’ve taped your mouth shut.”


  “But I haven’t done anything wrong.” The Poet smiled. “All I did was hang around my boyfriend’s mercenary squad, go around to all the ruins with them to collect information, and publish it. Now I’m in jail for life.”


  “They should’ve cut off your tongue too,” said Jimson. “I can’t believe you have a boyfriend.”


  The Poet laughed. “Life is so dull here on Base. Why shouldn’t I have a boyfriend?” Ignoring Jimson, he went on, “So now the only human bases still in operation are the Northern Base and the Underground City Base. These two protect the magnetic field generators, so the aurora seen from the bases is brighter than anywhere else. The aurora is the stream of particles from the solar winds.”


  The Poet sighed. “I don’t know if the two bases are even still in communication, what with the whole Pacific Ocean between us. The reason I said the most difficult time in human history wasn’t the Barren Years or the Calamitous Years is because the most difficult time is now. Who knows what will happen to us next?”


  No sooner had he finished speaking than the ground beneath their feet shook violently. Bits of debris fell from the ceiling and scattered over Anzhe’s head, and he coughed, choking on the dust. Immediately after, an even more violent quake shook the ground.


  Jimson jumped to his feet. “Is it an earthquake?”


  “Not an earthquake.” Anzhe heard the Poet climb to his feet in the cell beside him. The worldly man was mumbling words he couldn’t understand. “Earthquakes move as transverse and longitudinal waves. These are irregular vibrations, emanating from a shallow source… There’s something under the ground!”


  That, Anzhe understood.


  Boom!


  A huge noise sounded from the end of the corridor, followed by the clang of a metal door falling to the ground.


  Boom! Another one.


  The ground was shaking a hundred times more intensely than before. Anzhe held the metal bars of his cell door in a death grip to keep himself upright.


  He could hear it now. Something—some enormous creature—was violently slamming at the floor from beneath the ground.




  Chapter 17


   


  “FUCK!” cried Jimson. “It’s right under my feet!”


  He was right; the next second, Anzhe felt the ground lurch beneath him. It felt close and very urgent, like a heavy hammer was pounding on the other side of the floor.


  Just then, another loud bang sounded from the other end of the corridor. The metal door clanged noisily on impact, accompanied by the panicked cries from the prisoners in that section.


  “It’s over there too.” The Poet’s words came out in a rush. “Underground creatures. Rodents, maybe? They’re a swarming species. The Southeastern Base was—” He stopped mid-sentence and corrected himself. “No, rodents don’t have the strength for something like this. From underground…”


  A hasty smattering of footsteps sounded outside, drawing nearer. A team of soldiers in black uniforms rushed down the stairs, the beams from their flashlights swinging haphazardly. A deafening voice echoed down the corridor from a megaphone: “Do not panic. The City Defense Bureau’s foundation is reinforced with concrete and purpose-constructed steel slabs. We are currently investigating the cause of the disruption. Do not panic.”


  It would have been more convincing if they hadn’t been swiftly unlocking all the jail cells at the same time.


  Just then, a shrill siren began outside, the sound cresting and falling like a wave.


  “It’s the signal to disperse!” Jimson pounded on his cell door. “Bro! Hurry up and let me out!”


  A soldier finished unlocking three cell doors down the hall before rushing over to them. The first cell he reached was Mr. Shaw’s. The soldier found the corresponding key and jammed it into the lock, and the cell door opened with a click. Immediately, the soldier said, “Turn right up the stairs and head for the exit!”


  Mr. Shaw stumbled a little before taking off to the right. More dust fell from the ceiling; the soldier wiped his face and came to the door of the Poet’s cell.


  “He’s a lifer!” shouted Jimson. “A dangerous criminal! Open mine first! I’m a law-abiding citizen!”


  The soldier hesitated for a moment as the ground shook even harder. He turned around to open Jimson’s cell. Jimson grabbed onto the bars with both hands. “Hurry up, bro!” he urged, his voice trembling like the walls around them.


  Anzhe could see the soldier’s hands trembling as well; it took him a few tries before the key inserted correctly into the lock.


  “You’re a true brother, man! My kin—”


  His voice broke off.


  There was a loud crack as a giant black mass, covered in dirt and broken flooring, rammed up through the ground. Jimson’s whole body was tossed into the air before being crushed between the monster and the ceiling with a dull thud. His eyes bulged out of their sockets as something sharp pierced through his stomach. Blood and guts dripped down to the floor.


  There was another devastating scream. Anzhe’s eyes widened as he slowly turned back to the soldier. The bars of the contorted metal door had impaled his thigh and the right side of his chest; the soldier convulsed as he hugged his leg and rolled on the ground in pain. He coughed hard, great clots of foamy blood spewing from his mouth. His lungs must have been punctured.


  Boom! The massive black monster dropped back down to the ground, leaving a huge, hollow hole in the earth. Jimson’s body fell into it and disappeared forever.


  From the far end of the corridor came the cries of other soldiers: “Evacuate—!”


  But in the next second, a groundbreaking crash sounded there too. Metal doors clanged as they fell from their hinges and the ceiling collapsed. A few more screams of terror, and all was silent.


  Anzhe heard the sound of chewing.


  It started as wet, dripping noises—then dull grinding as limbs were crushed together. Finally, there was the creaking of bones, punctuated by the crunch of them breaking. It came from the end of the hallway, but also from the hole in the ground in the cell opposite Anzhe. 


  As the soldier writhed on the ground, he dropped his flashlight. It rolled away from him and came to a stop with its pale white beam pointed at the pitch-black gash in the floor.


  It was then that a filament of hyphae snaked out from beneath the metal door, followed by a tide of more tendrils. They converged and solidified, curling around a ring of keys that had fallen to the ground before slowly pulling them along the floor with a sharp, high-pitched sound. Anzhe saw the soldier’s horrified gaze turn to him, but Anzhe paid him no mind. He knew there was little the soldier could do; this man had already breathed his last.


  “What is my cell number?” Anzhe asked the man in the neighboring room.


  “Seventeen.” The Poet’s voice was shaking. “Are you okay?”


  “I’m okay,” said Anzhe. Based on his brief investigation, his door ran parallel to the Poet’s. From this angle, the Poet couldn’t have seen him retrieving the keys.


  When he’d drawn his hyphae back to him, Anzhe swiftly snatched up the keys, found the one for cell 17, and removed it from the ring.


  The chewing sounds grew more fervent.


  With the key to door 17, the hyphae once again extended out from the door. Some of the filaments reached along the doorframe, feeling for the location of the lock, while the others attempted to insert the key, but mycelium was a fragile material with limited strength. Even more hyphae began to converge on the door. Finally, their combined efforts were able to turn the key with a click, and the lock sprang open.


  Tightly clutching the remaining keys, Anzhe exited his cell and went next door. His hand shook as he found the key to number 18. By the weak glow of the flashlight, he managed to insert it into the lock and turn it hard to the left. The chewing sounds came to a complete stop.


  “My god…” The door opened and a young man stumbled out of the cell. Anzhe didn’t have time to get a good look at his face before he was being dragged along, stepping over the soldier’s body. The two of them ran to the right, the only safe corridor. The ground was still shaking: There were more than these two creatures down there.


  Just then, the emergency light ahead of them blinked a few times before going out entirely. The corridor ahead plunged into darkness.


  Beside him, the Poet panted for a moment to catch his breath. “Don’t look back,” he said.


  But Anzhe couldn’t help himself.


  It was a bug. A black worm that took up more than half the corridor behind them. It looked like a snake, but with a clearly segmented body. It slithered out from the massive gash it had left in the ground, rearing back as it faced the direction Anzhe and the Poet had gone—though it was hard to say where its face was, since it had no eyes nor any features suggesting the presence of a skull. The only thing at the front of its “head” was a round mouthpart filled with densely packed teeth.


  Behind it, another, identical worm was slithering its way over. Now there were two mouthparts with their crowded mishmashes of teeth lined up next to each other, as if gazing at them. With a rustling sound, they started off in the humans’ direction at alarming speed. Soon, they were less than twenty yards away, and Anzhe could smell the stench of blood on them.


  “Let’s go!” said the Poet, clenching his jaw.


  There was another massive quake, with enough force to send Anzhe slamming into the wall. A sharp pain surged through his left arm; he thought he might have run into the twisted metal door. He tried to prop himself up, and the Poet extended him his hand. In total darkness, they once again ran at full speed toward what they knew was the direction of the exit. Anything could happen in this darkness. A third worm could break through the ground any second, or they could run straight into a wall because they couldn’t see.


  And then Anzhe did run into a wall.


  The moment his head smacked against hard metal, he felt another jolt of pain. Then his entire body made impact. He felt something reach around his waist, attempting to pull him into an upright position.


  Apparently, the wall had hands.


  “Is anyone else alive back there?” Lu Feng’s voice was right in his ear, speaking faster than usual.


  Anzhe’s heart nearly stopped. “No.”


  Everyone else is dead.


  “Ready the uranium bombs—maximum TNT equivalency,” said Lu Feng. Immediately, a blinding white light bloomed from their location and surged toward the far side of the corridor.


  Before Anzhe could react, Lu Feng forcibly pressed him down. They fell to the ground, ending up with Lu Feng’s weight on top of Anzhe.


  There was a dull blast. Though the white light, bright as a lightning strike, was gone just as quickly, Lu Feng’s silhouette left an afterimage in Anzhe’s vision. Panting to catch his breath—he’d been running hard earlier—he closed his eyes, his right hand still clinging to the cuff of Lu Feng’s sleeve. 


  The ground was still shaking. Not three seconds later, Lu Feng yanked Anzhe off the ground again. There were others beside them, holding lights that illuminated their surroundings. “Go,” Lu Feng said.


  Anzhe followed them up the stairs. He was spent, but there was something grounding about the way Lu Feng’s hand supported him. Every time he was about to fall behind, Lu Feng was there to drag him along.


  Anzhe had been blindly trailing after the group for some time when icy outdoor air finally poured into his lungs. He nearly leaned his whole weight on Lu Feng as he gasped hard for breath.


  “You’re fine now,” Lu Feng said mildly.


  “Kid! Kid!” A figure rushed up to Anzhe and grabbed his arm, taking him from Lu Feng’s hands. It was Mr. Shaw.


  Anzhe was finally feeling a little better; his vision had cleared up too. “Where’s the Poet?”


  “I’m over here,” came a voice from behind. Anzhe turned to see a handsome young man leaning against the wall with his arms folded, apparently also struggling to catch his breath from their intense exertion. When his own breathing was finally even, the man said cryptically, “You sure know how to pick ’em.”


  Anzhe stared at him.


  Before he could reply, Lu Feng spoke. “Chief Howard,” he said impassively. “You’re late.”


  Anzhe looked out and saw a row of soldiers standing before them. Leading them was a tall man dressed in the City Defense Bureau uniform, with slate-gray hair, an imposing hooked nose, and the same epaulette on his shoulder as Lu Feng’s—indicating his own rank as a colonel. Anzhe figured this must be the chief of the City Defense Bureau.


  Howard’s voice was as steady and severe as his appearance. “We were about to begin indiscriminate shelling. Your interference only made things more complicated, Colonel Lu.”


  “Well, my prisoner was still inside.” Lu Feng’s tone was ice-cold. “You would bombard a place with an ultrasonic deterrence system?”


  “The Judiciary Court need not concern itself with the equipment of the City Defense Bureau,” said Howard. “Why don’t you focus on determining whether any of these people have been infected?”


  “You need not concern yourself with the responsibilities of the Judiciary Court either, Colonel,” said Lu Feng.


  But Howard’s gaze had landed heavily on Anzhe. During their brief eye contact, Anzhe realized the chief was looking at his left arm, which was bleeding from the wound he’d sustained in his escape from underground.


  Lu Feng’s right hand was already on his shoulder. “I will take him for monitoring during the incubation period.”


  “Appreciate it,” said Howard. He then turned to his soldiers and said, “Prepare for bombardment.”


  Just like that, Anzhe was taken away even as Mr. Shaw looked on with regretful eyes.


  Lu Feng’s office in the City Defense Bureau was in an annex of the main building—an austere room without any decoration whatsoever. Lu Feng locked the door as soon as they were inside.


  Maybe it was a preventative measure, Anzhe thought. If he really was infected and about to turn into a monster, he’d at least be contained within this room.


  He watched Lu Feng walk over to the gray desk and take out some sort of white clump from the drawer before tossing it to him. Anzhe caught it reflexively, only then realizing it was a roll of bandages—the Judge probably meant for him to dress his wound. Anzhe sat in a chair by the window and began to fiddle with the bandage. He thought that, despite his propensity to dole out judgments on a whim, the Judge still seemed like a good person.


  On Anzhe’s left arm was a small gash that had been made by a metal board. There wasn’t much pain, but there was some blood. Anzhe tore off a length of bandage less than two feet long and began wrapping it around his left arm. Or, rather, failing to.


  Once Anzhe had finally managed to cover the wound loosely with one hand, he had trouble tying the ends off. Human fingers were nowhere as nimble as hyphae—not to mention he was still inexperienced with human anatomy and only had one hand at his disposal. He thought that since he was trying to pass as human it would be embarrassing to fail such a simple task, so he frowned and renewed his efforts.


  As he struggled, he sensed someone’s eyes fall on him—Lu Feng’s.


  Anzhe continued to attempt the knot, but with the Judge watching his every move, his tying abilities grew worse and worse. After three minutes, not only had he failed to secure the bandage, but the material he’d painstakingly swathed around his arm had unraveled. At that point, Anzhe was so vexed he nearly brought out his hyphae.


  There was a sound from opposite him.


  It wasn’t so much a laugh as a short, harsh exhale. Still, Anzhe could tell that it was a snicker—a mocking snicker.


  Anzhe stared. The Judge…was laughing at him.




  Chapter 18


   


  A HAND APPEARED before him, with long, slender fingers and cold, fair skin. By now Anzhe was very familiar with the shape of this hand. It was precisely the same as the one Mr. Shaw had crafted and stashed on the shelf at Anzhe’s bedside. Anzhe had seen it every night before he went to bed: Lu Feng’s hand.


  That hand picked up one end of the bandage while its counterpart took the other, pulling it taut and wrapping it around Anzhe’s arm several times. Anzhe watched as all ten fingers worked nimbly together to tie it off in a flat knot.


  Lu Feng had bandaged his arm after mocking him just a moment ago.


  Anzhe pulled down the sleeve of his shirt and said reluctantly, “Thank you.”


  Lu Feng didn’t answer.


  A massive explosion suddenly sounded outside—though the sound was dulled, as if it came from deep beneath the ground. Anzhe looked out of the window. The City Defense Bureau had been built around a massive rectangular courtyard enclosed on four sides by tall towers. The building Anzhe had been kept in earlier was the shortest of the four, and it was in absolute pandemonium. The personnel had all been evacuated, and heavily armored soldiers streamed in by the squadron, toting weapons. Explosions were going off nonstop, making the whole building creak under the strain. All the windows had shattered, and many rooms had collapsed. What had been an imposing and solid structure only half an hour ago was gradually being reduced to rubble. Dust and debris from uranium bombs hung over everything like a white shroud. The City Defense soldiers were out in full armor as they established a perimeter around the building and put up signs warning of radiation.


  The uranium munitions used by the military were made from staballoy, which had strong penetration and relatively weak radiation levels. However, long-term exposure was still harmful to the human body, so special protocols were in place for their deployment.


  While the evacuated personnel had mostly dispersed outside the City Defense Bureau, Mr. Shaw, the Poet, and other prisoners were being kept in temporary tents within the courtyard, monitored by five armed soldiers. Anzhe could see them below.


  Just then, Lu Feng stood up and joined Anzhe at the window. The rich, dazzling green of the aurora spread across the sky outside, reducing Lu Feng’s figure to a dark silhouette. 


  Anzhe saw Lu Feng’s eyes drawn to the other side of the courtyard and followed his gaze. A massive black structure stood there, shaped like a round plate and surrounded by layers and layers of octagonal lines. The plate dipped smoothly in the center, around a thick, black, cone-shaped object. Long, thin lines radiated out from the cone—cable wires, perhaps—and connected it to the octagonal lines surrounding it. The contraption was larger than two buildings combined. Someone standing underneath the plate looking up wouldn’t be able to see any part of the sky.


  Anzhe rested his chin in his hand as he stared at it. Human inventions always seemed so huge and alien.


  In his peripheral vision, he could see Lu Feng take out his communicator and dial a number. He spoke into the receiver, his cool voice like snowfall in the depths of winter. “Lu Feng, Judiciary Court, requesting connection to Lighthouse Central.”


  Anzhe was stood so close to him that he could hear the voice on the other side of the line. “Connecting—please hold.”


  About twenty seconds later, a male voice sounded at the other end. “What’s going on at City Defense?”


  “Giant worm attack from underground,” Lu Feng replied. “I suspect it’s a colony. City Defense is secure at this time.”


  “Understood,” the voice replied. “Worms typically live in clusters. We’ll send in a research team right away. Stay alert and defend the deterrence system.”


  “Copy.”


  As soon as the conversation ended, the communicator sounded again with an incoming call. 


  “Howard,” answered Lu Feng.


  “The Building Three basements can’t take any more explosions,” Howard reported. “Our people found worm tracks. They’re underground right now, engaging in combat against the monsters. We have casualties. The critically injured we’ve had to put down on the spot. Minor injuries are being transported out. We need you to keep an eye on them.”


  “I am,” Lu Feng answered, looking out. “Worms have a high danger rating. Anyone who’s come into contact with their mucus must also be brought out immediately.”


  Howard cursed on the other end of the line, but there was no change in Lu Feng’s tone as he added: “Make sure to watch the deterrence system.”


  “There’s no indication they’ll attack the deterrence system.” Howard said sharply, “The ground underneath is more solid than the foundation under the buildings. You stay focused on your own job, Colonel.”


  “Thank you,” said Lu Feng impassively.


  The call ended there—seemingly not on pleasant terms, but Lu Feng didn’t seem to care. He leaned casually on the window, languid, but his gaze was fixed on the soldiers walking in the courtyard below. Anzhe knew he must have been monitoring their status.


  With nothing else to do, Anzhe returned his attention to the gigantic apparatus on the other side of the yard.


  Based on what he had heard from Lu Feng’s phone conversations, he guessed this was the much-vaunted ultrasonic deterrence system. This was a term he was familiar with from The Base Handbook. The Outer City maintained a total of ten ultrasonic deterrence systems, all under the collective control of the Deterrence Center in District 1. Back in Mr. Shaw’s shop, Anzhe remembered he’d heard on the Base radio that due to the earlier breeding season of arthropods and parasites, the Base had raised the ultrasonic deterrence system’s intensity to level three.


  In other words, the system protected the whole Base from aerial invasions by monsters like arthropods and birds. Anzhe had no idea how it worked, but he marveled at the idea.


  After scrutinizing as much of the deterrence system as he could from the window, Anzhe turned his gaze back to the room. The office was small and sparsely furnished; there were only two sets of desks and chairs, a gun rack, and a few file cabinets. The cabinets were packed full but organized, filled with folders and stacks of reference material, a few Base Handbooks, some equipment manuals, and a volume four fingers thick with the title The Base Charters. Anzhe realized that the laws and regulations portion of the handbook he’d read was heavily abridged.


  He shifted his gaze along, noticing several glass jars on a shelf below the files. Most of them were empty, but one on the end seemed to contain more than a dozen plant seeds. Beside it was a bag of what looked like a soil sample, labeled with a white tag reading “safe.”


  Anzhe was reminded of his spore again.


  Seeds and spores were somewhat similar. He wondered if his spore, dug away by the human military, was also in a glass jar or some other kind of container somewhere. He felt a visceral sadness come over him at the thought, as if he’d also been stuffed inside of an airtight container. That spore was the most important part of him, but he still had no idea where it was. Moreover, every trail led to the Judge next to him. 


  If he wanted to find his spore, then he had to get that information from Lu Feng.


  But Anzhe was only a mushroom—he knew he didn’t act like humans did. He also knew that Lu Feng possessed terrifying observation skills; Anzhe would sound suspicious as soon as he opened his mouth.


  Perhaps he could try observing Lu Feng in return for a while.


  Suddenly, a shudder rippled through him. He turned around to meet Lu Feng’s eyes—slender and inky green under the light, his expression inscrutable. Anzhe wondered how long Lu Feng had been looking at him. He suspected that he was once again a person of interest, but he would pass this new test somehow.


  Holding the colonel’s gaze, he slowly blinked.


  The colonel’s expression didn’t change in the slightest. His tone was cool as he said, “You’re dismissed.”


  The incubation period was over.


  “Should I go downstairs?” asked Anzhe. The other prisoners were all being kept in tents in the courtyard. 


  Lu Feng hummed in confirmation.


  Anzhe bit his bottom lip. In the end, his desire to find his spore triumphed over his fear of the Judge. “It’s cold down there.”


  “You’re a prisoner,” Lu Feng said, gazing at him.


  “But I didn’t commit indecent assault.”


  Lu Feng fixed his gaze on him for two more seconds before his mask cracked into a smile. “Fine. Illegal theft of the Judge’s personal information—double the sentence.”


  “I didn’t steal anything,” defended Anzhe. “I was just using it to make something.”


  “Oh,” said Lu Feng. “Profiting from illegal theft of the Judge’s information. Tripling your sentence.”


  “But I didn’t make any profit either…” Anzhe trailed off.


  With his arms folded, Lu Feng eyed him. “So if it wasn’t for profit, it was for personal use?”


  Anzhe had nothing to say to that. He wasn’t going to win any arguments with the Judge.


  But Lu Feng was looking at him with one eyebrow raised. “How much did it sell for?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “How much are you getting paid?”


  “Sixty R.”


  Lu Feng laughed. “Poor thing. You’re getting shafted. Ask your boss for a raise when you get out of jail.”


  Anzhe felt like he was being mocked for the third time this night, and it made him infuriated. He was sure Lu Feng was the most despicable human on the whole Base. Before he could come up with a retort, Lu Feng looked down at his wristwatch and said in his typical commanding tone, “It’s past midnight. Go downstairs and sleep.”


  Just then, the chilly night breeze gusted through the window and directly into Anzhe’s face. The temperature on Base dropped significantly at night. He let out a tiny sneeze and saw a disdainful frown form on Lu Feng’s face. The colonel scowled. “You’re so delicate,” he said coldly.


  Anzhe knew he had displeased Lu Feng again, but the wind was too cold. He couldn’t help but let out another sneeze. 


  He was at a loss, because he really was sensitive to the cold, and he really did want to stay with Lu Feng to gather more information. But looking at the expression on the colonel’s face, he realized that if he didn’t leave now, he might very well be thrown out—literally.


  He had no choice but to quietly tug his shirt collar together and stand up to take his leave. Just as he reached the door, he heard Lu Feng’s voice call out from behind him. “Hold it.”


  Anzhe held it, and looked back.


  Lu Feng was still leaning at the window with his arms folded. He motioned to the right side of the room with his eyes. “You can stay there,” he said impassively.


  Anzhe followed his gaze to the wall and saw another door there. He went over and opened it to find a little den room with a desk and simple bed. By the door was a clothing rack, where a black uniform coat hung.


  He realized whose room this was.


  “Sir—” he began hesitantly.


  “I won’t be sleeping tonight,” said Lu Feng. “You can sleep here or outside.”


  Anzhe weighed his options. “Thank you, sir,” he said decisively.


  Lu Feng said nothing further. He simply turned back to the window to resume his vigil. The clamor outside hadn’t let up; it was still total chaos.


  Anzhe walked into the other room and closed the door. Looking around, he found the space was bleak and empty, not at all lived-in. The only signs of use were the creases on the neatly folded blanket at the foot of the bed. On the wooden desktop were a few bullet boxes, beside which lay a sterling silver tactical knife. But these weren’t what drew Anzhe’s attention—it was the notebook spread open in the center of the desk, its pages marked with black ink:


  6.16 – normal.


  6.15 – normal.


  6.14 – normal.


  Anzhe realized what this was: the Judge’s work log. He remembered one of the demands by the protesters had been to make its contents public.


  Judging by the brevity of Lu Feng’s notes, there was nothing to see even if it was published.


  He flipped back through the pages until he found dates for May. Within a stretch of “normal” entries, one in particular stood out:


  5.17 – parasitic invasion, now resolved. Report pending submission.


  5.18 – normal. Report from 5.17 submitted.


  And further up:


  5.11 – abnormal. Suspect ID3261170514 (danger level extremely low). Genetic testing passed. Permitted into the city.


  He stared at the page. It seemed that not only had Lu Feng noticed his abnormality out by the city gates that day, he’d also noted how feeble he was.


  But Anzhe didn’t stop there. He kept on flipping back as if driven by something. Mr. Shaw said that everyone in the military, even the Judiciary Court, went on missions outside the Base walls. And he’d found a bullet casing from the Judiciary Court in the place where he’d lost his spore.


  Anzhe’s heart pounded in his chest as he rifled through a dozen more pages until another entry stood out to him.


  2.20 – back to the city. Samples handed over to the Lighthouse.


  His gaze lingered on it for a moment before he continued going back. Suddenly, there were many entries clustered together onto one page.


  2.12 – in the wild, the Abyss. Added 4 points of interest to the map; collected 7 plant samples, 4 animal samples, 7 fecal samples, and 3 video recordings of mixed-polymorphic monster behavior.


  2.13 – in the wild, the Abyss. Collected 13 plant samples, 3 animal samples, 14 fecal samples, and 6 video recordings of hybrid and polymorphic behavior.


  Anzhe’s eyes widened. He’d been to the Abyss! But when he saw the last entry on this page, his eyes stopped there.


  2.14 – in the wild, returning. Collected 1 unusual fungus sample (spore). 


  For a moment, Anzhe’s mind went blank. His hand shook around the pages.




  Chapter 19


   


  DURING HIS LIFE as a mushroom, Anzhe hadn’t really had much concept of time. Sunrise and sunset were but changes in the rhythm of nature. He had no idea how long he’d been without his spore.


  February 14, according to the human calendar, indicated a time before the end of winter. That seemed right. The howling of the bitter wind the night he’d lost his spore still pervaded his memories and dreams.


  There was no way another mushroom had lost its spore in the same way during that same winter. His and Lu Feng’s first meeting far preceded their fateful introduction at the city gates. Perhaps it was the Judge himself, currently standing on the other side of the wall, who had pulled the spore from Anzhe’s body with his own hands.


  Anzhe paused, then turned back to the entry for February 20, when Lu Feng had returned to Base. He’d written, Samples handed over to the Lighthouse.


  Anzhe’s eyes lingered on the sentence for a few seconds before he turned the log to June 17. He placed the black ballpoint pen back on the page, arranging it to look untouched. 


  He looked up from the log to the wall behind the desk. The Judge possessed unchecked authority on Base; he could shoot anyone with impunity, and he could demand the cooperation of any organization in the city. In an emergency, he had the power to mobilize the soldiers of the City Defense Bureau, just like the day in the square outside the supply depot. However, as high as his rank was, his living quarters in the City Defense Bureau were even more austere than Anzhe’s room. Even the walls bore only a single layer of white paint, the texture of the gray cement beneath it still showing through.


  And on this gray-white wall, at a level slightly higher than human height, there were two large words emblazoned in bold red paint:


  Humankind First.


  Anzhe shivered faintly. It had been freezing in the dungeons, and he’d yet to recover from the chill. He looked askance at the bed nearby, and, after a few seconds of hesitation, lay down on it.


  His head sank into the pillow, but he didn’t wrap himself in the blanket like he usually did, opting instead to drape it loosely on top of his curled form. Blankets, pillows, and bedsheets were all issued standard by the Base. There was no difference between these and the ones used by prisoners in their cells. Even the smell of the man-made fibers was the same, but it felt different to Anzhe. It was a surreal experience to sleep in the Judge’s bed while he could hear the faint sound of Lu Feng talking on his communicator on the other side of the wall. It felt dangerous, yet incredibly safe. 


  Nobody could be blamed for sleeping poorly in that situation, especially not a mushroom.


  But to his surprise, it didn’t take him long to fall asleep. Even as his thoughts ran amok, his body began to warm beneath the blanket. His sight gradually blurred, and he drifted into sleep.


  Anzhe felt like he had only just fallen asleep when he was woken up again. One moment, he was on the vast open plains, experiencing for the thousandth time how the spore had been dug out of his body, and the next moment a hand was slapping the pillow next to his head.


  With a shudder, Anzhe opened his eyes and looked into the same icy green eyes that had belonged to the culprit in his dream.


  Lu Feng yanked Anzhe’s blanket off him. “Evacuate.”


  He didn’t need to explain any further. The moment Anzhe woke up, he’d felt fine tremors in the floor beneath his feet, the same as had happened in the dungeons. Had worms burrowed beneath this building too?


  As these thoughts flitted through his mind, Anzhe heard a long, wavelike siren. It was the signal to disperse again.


  With no time for thought, Anzhe hastily got out of bed and put on his shoes. Lu Feng grabbed his arm with his right hand and led him out of the room. Cold wind billowed in through the open door of the office; the difference in temperature from his warm nest beneath the blanket made Anzhe shiver involuntarily. 


  Lu Feng’s hand stilled for a moment on his arm, and then a black shadow enveloped Anzhe from above. He felt a sudden weight on his head and shoulders—Lu Feng had pulled his coat from the clothing rack and tossed it onto him. Anzhe had no time to say thank you, just pulled the coat closer around himself. Lu Feng didn’t stop moving; he swiftly grabbed his work log and pen from atop the desk, stuffed them into the pocket of the coat draped over Anzhe, then grabbed Anzhe’s wrist and strode quickly out.


  Two arbiters were waiting at the door. “Colonel!” they shouted in unison as soon as they saw Lu Feng. Then they both glanced over at Anzhe—but Lu Feng said nothing.


  The group descended through the nearest emergency stairwell. It was pitch-black inside—the attack had impacted the power grid, so the faint glow of a green, phosphorescent pilot light was the only thing illuminating the darkness. The stairs were narrow and steep, barely fitting two abreast, but the other three moved much more quickly than Anzhe. After being dragged down one flight of stairs by Lu Feng, bumping into everything as he went, Anzhe realized that there was no way he could keep up with their pace unless he transformed into mycelium. He was going to slow Lu Feng down.


  He was about to tell Lu Feng to let go so he could walk by himself when he suddenly felt a pressure on his shoulder as Lu Feng grabbed him and yanked him backward. Since Anzhe was still descending the stairs, he crashed right into Lu Feng’s back. Earlier, his forehead had knocked against the pin on Lu Feng’s chest, and now he’d gained a fresh injury in the same spot from colliding with the epaulet on his shoulder. Since he was now behind Lu Feng and a little higher on the staircase, when he hit his head again he instinctively reached forward and grabbed onto the colonel for balance. 


  The result: being carried on Lu Feng’s back.


  With his arms around the Judge’s neck, Anzhe reflected with wonder on the way Lu Feng conducted himself so gracefully yet chaotically. More to the point, he seemed able to carry Anzhe with no effort at all. Lu Feng leaped down the rest of the steps to land solidly on the ground before rushing forward and jumping out of the second-story window. He alighted on the first-floor windowsill for support on his descent, then dropped down to the grass outside.


  Lu Feng didn’t seem to have as much visibly developed muscle as Vance or Howard did, but even through several layers of clothing, Anzhe could feel the horrifying, explosive power contained within his body. The human body was ultimately very different from the pillowy softness of mycelium.


  The sounds of the other two arbiters landing followed. Anzhe, meanwhile, felt like it was taking all the effort he had just to hold onto Lu Feng, even though he had the same kind of body as these men. The difference between one human and another, he realized, might be even bigger than between a human and a mushroom.


  A few seconds later, he realized something else: Everyone in the courtyard was looking at him. The sun was up early, and the thin layer of mist wasn’t enough to impact visibility. Mr. Shaw was sticking his head out of the nearest tent. He looked at Lu Feng, then at Anzhe, and then he waggled his eyebrows.


  Lu Feng lowered Anzhe to the ground, and Anzhe let go of his neck as his feet touched earth. “Thank you, sir.”


  “You’re welcome,” Lu Feng said simply. “Get to the tents.”


  The tents were only a few steps away. Anzhe assented and turned, just in time to see Howard marching toward them.


  “What happened?” Lu Feng asked.


  “The situation’s changed; there’s a whole swarm of them,” Howard replied. “The Lighthouse people have arrived and turned on the radar. It’s showing bugs underneath all four buildings. Not just a few, but a whole colony. There’s a nest of them directly underneath the City Defense Bureau. They broke through the ground and attacked the personnel in the building.”


  “Complete evacuation?” asked Lu Feng.


  “Complete evacuation,” Howard confirmed. Then he added decisively, “That includes you.”


  “Show me the radar image.”


  “You don’t need to see it. There’s no saving this.”


  “We still have the deterrence system,” Lu Feng reminded him.


  “We can’t save the deterrence system,” Howard snapped at him. “How many times do I have to say it? After we evacuate, I’ll contact the Deterrence Center to dial up the intensity of the other nine systems.”


  The expression on Lu Feng’s face was icy. As Anzhe watched, he rested his right hand on the pistol in his belt holster and said the words again, very slowly. “Show me the radar image.”


  “You—!” Howard looked furious, but he was just as wary of the Judge’s powers of execution as anyone else. He raised a hand and beckoned to someone. A man in a simple button-down shirt came over carrying a black device in his hands. Lu Feng took the device from him and scanned the screen.


  Anzhe watched as the temperature on the colonel’s face seem to dip eighteen degrees further past its usual freezing point. His voice was so cold, Anzhe could almost hear the crunch of ice between his teeth.


  “The monsters aren’t targeting the personnel in the building, but the deterrence system itself.” He lifted his gaze to Howard and spoke quickly. “The deterrence system is in the courtyard. They can’t break through the reinforced foundation here, so they’re trying to approach it from beneath the buildings on the sides.”


  “The Lighthouse’s assessment doesn’t support your theory, Colonel,” said Howard.


  “I spend at least six months in the Abyss every year.” Lu Feng’s eyes narrowed, his fingers resting on the hammer of his gun. His glacial air froze everyone in place. “Howard, I’ve seen more monsters than you’ve seen humans.”


  Howard was silent for a few seconds. Then, as if something had occurred to him, his eyes widened and his expression dramatically shifted. “Then the other deterrence systems—”


  “Contact the Deterrence Center,” said Lu Feng. “Now!”


  The arbiter behind him took out his communicator, punched in a string of digits, then pressed on the speaker button.


  Beep—


  Monotonous dial tones sounded from the communicator.


  Beep—


  Beep—


  A dead silence filled the courtyard.


  After the ninth dial tone, a series of urgent busy tones sounded for three seconds until they came to an abrupt stop. No one had answered, so the call ended on its own.


  Howard swiftly pulled out his own communicator and punched a few buttons. “This is Howard from the City Defense Bureau. Connect me with the Deterrence Center. Any line. Now.”


  “Please hold,” said the operator.


  There was a long silence. Three whole minutes passed before the operator’s voice came back online, with a slight tremor in their voice. 


  “We’ve lost contact with the Deterrence Center.”




  Chapter 20


   


  LU FENG’S EXPRESSION darkened instantly. He spun on his heels and walked toward the Judiciary Court vehicle parked outside. The Lighthouse researcher hurried to match his pace, while the young arbiter ran after him, calling out, “Colonel!”


  “You stay behind to assist City Defense,” said Lu Feng.


  “Do we need to assemble the Judiciary Court?”


  Lu Feng scanned the sparse foot traffic on the street. “Close the city gates,” he ordered. “Assemble in District 5.”


  “Yes sir,” said the arbiter. “Be careful, Colonel.”


  Lu Feng slammed the car door shut without replying. As the engine whirred to life, he yanked the steering wheel to turn the black car around, speeding toward the Deterrence Center in District 1. Right behind him was Howard’s car, followed by the heavy armored vehicle of the City Defense Bureau.


  In the back seat, the researcher was talking to someone on his communicator. He was being questioned.


  “We’re heading to the Deterrence Center now,” said the researcher. “We must prepare for the worst.”


  “The current theory is that while the deterrence system’s unique frequency is effective against arthropods and birds, it’s also attracted wormlike creatures from under the earth. We have not ruled out the possibility that this was an organized attack.”


  “Yes, we’re currently trying to contact the other deterrence system hubs.”


  The watchtower siren sounded abruptly at the center of the city, a sharp, persistent, deafening noise. Only a few people were walking the streets at this early hour, but as soon as the siren started blaring, their faces all paled at once. They exchanged brief glances with their fellow citizens before running for the nearest building—a persistent siren was the signal to take emergency shelter.


  A public announcement began to play on the corners of every block. A gentle, mechanical female voice said, “Warning: Due to a malfunction in the ultrasonic deterrence system, insect-types, bird-types, and worm-types may become present in the city. We ask all residents to seal their doors and windows and refrain from traveling outside until the malfunction is addressed. Please report any suspicious phenomena to the City Defense Bureau emergency number. The Base military is responsible for your safety. Warning: Due to a malfunction in the ultrasonic deterrence system…”


  The sounds of windows slamming shut rang out from apartment buildings across the city. Both the staff working at the City Defense Bureau and the prisoners being held there were swiftly transferred to the nearest residential area. Endless streams of armored vehicles rolled out from the City Defense Bureau’s various lots and spread throughout the streets.


  Anzhe, Mr. Shaw, and the Poet were placed in the same room. The City Defense Bureau had no personnel to spare to monitor them at the moment. Since they’d been charged with generally nonviolent crimes—incitement, illegal theft of the Judge’s personal information, and in one case something bizarre the Judge had cooked up on the fly—the Defense Bureau just locked them inside without any soldiers left behind to guard them.


  “The Deterrence Center remotely controls all the deterrence systems in the Outer City.” The Poet looked out the window into the far distance. “In the wilderness, even the tiniest insect has the potential to infect a human. The Base uses ultrasonic waves of a special frequency to repel them so that not even a fly can get in, thus ensuring the absolute safety of the city’s inhabitants. If something has really happened to the Deterrence Center, then the whole city could be exposed to infection. For insects in breeding season, there is no better ground than human flesh.”


  Anzhe sat on the bare wooden planks of the bed, hugging his knees. “What will happen then?”


  The Poet reached out and squeezed the back of Anzhe’s neck. “Say a little bug laid an egg under your skin last night. Your genetic material will merge with that bug. In three days at most, you’ll be reduced to a sack of skin filled with billions of insect eggs. The insects will fly out from your eyes, your nose, your mouth, and land on someone else. And soon—”


  “Stop scaring the kid,” Mr. Shaw said grouchily.


  The Poet calmly retracted his hand. “I’m only telling the truth.”


  In his mind’s eye, Anzhe could see the aberration Lu Feng had cut open in the square the other day, whose trachea and stomach cavity had been full of little translucent larvae.


  “What do we do?” he asked.


  The Poet shook his head. “All we can do is pray there’s no real problem with the Deterrence Center, or that it’s simple enough that the deterrence system can be brought back online soon. Otherwise…” He sighed softly. “Otherwise, either the infection spreads through the entire base or…we’re gonna see another Judgment Day.”


  Anzhe frowned, looking out the window at the empty sidewalks.


  “You know about Judgment Day?” Mr. Shaw asked.


  “I’ve heard some things,” said the Poet.


  Mr. Shaw sighed. “I always thought that as long as I did what I was told and stayed on Base, I’d be able to reach old age.”


  “The Base has been secure for too long.” The Poet was still looking into the distance. “I always forget that safety is fleeting, while danger is eternal. We are not entitled to live—the chance is a blessing.”


  Anzhe didn’t quite understand, but he didn’t know what to ask to make it less confusing either. He had only one question: “What is Judgment Day?”


  Mr. Shaw only looked him up and down, returning with a question of his own. “I forgot to ask you before. What’s with your clothes?”


  Anzhe went quiet.


  Lu Feng’s coat was still draped over him. Not only that, the Judge’s work log and pen were still in its pocket.


  Mr. Shaw narrowed his eyes. “Where were you last night while the Poet and I were in the tent?” he asked. “Did you sleep with the Judge?”


  “I didn’t.” Anzhe felt like Mr. Shaw was interrogating him. “He never slept,” he explained quietly.


  Mr. Shaw chortled. “How do you know he never slept? So you did sleep with him. Well, spill. How was he?”


  Anzhe knew he had no chance of winning this argument, so he simply ignored Mr. Shaw and repeated his earlier question. “What is Judgment Day?”


  “Do you know how the Judiciary Act was first introduced?” the Poet asked.


  “No,” said Anzhe.


  The Poet turned to Mr. Shaw. “You should know, old-timer.”


  Mr. Shaw raised an eyebrow at him. “So I do.”


  “And how old are you, sir?” asked the Poet.


  In lieu of answering, Mr. Shaw said, “When I was young, everyone supported the Act.”


  The Poet sat shoulder to shoulder with Anzhe at a corner of the bed. His gray prisoner’s uniform was worn in a few spots, and his black, shoulder-length hair was pulled into a casual ponytail. His expression was composed, and when he spoke, his voice rose and fell with a pretentious lilt—perhaps a characteristic of his profession. “It’s been nearly seventy years since the Judiciary Act was first passed. I think the Northern Base was especially in favor. I’m not so familiar with that particular incident; there aren’t many elders on Base.”


  Mr. Shaw’s interest seemed to have been diverted from Anzhe’s nighttime affairs. Fiddling with a doll part he’d pulled from his pocket, he said, “I heard about it from the grown-ups when I was little.”


  “Please tell,” said the Poet.


  “After the Southeastern Base went kaput, everyone was scared. Back then, the threat of mutation wasn’t so dangerous as it is now. When you returned from outside the wall you just had to undergo a full-body scan to make sure there were no visible wounds or any other irregularities. There were soldiers stationed everywhere on Base, though, and the moment a mutation was discovered, they’d be killed on the spot. The ultrasonic deterrence system hadn’t been invented yet either, so insects flew in everywhere on Base. The larger, obviously mutated creatures would all be shot dead by the soldiers, but the smaller ones were impossible to eradicate, so people hung insect-repellant lamps everywhere. Minors weren’t permitted off-Base, so they formed bug-catching squads and went around exterminating insects.”


  “A time of chaos,” the Poet remarked.


  “Pretty much,” said Mr. Shaw. “I was even a squad leader myself when I was young. The deterrence system wasn’t operational until around two decades later, and now not a single bug can get into the base.”


  “The Judiciary Act had already been enacted at the time,” said the Poet.


  “Yeah,” said Mr. Shaw. “But the bugs weren’t why they introduced the Act. It was because of security footage. Some surveillance guy was doing a routine review of the footage around a water tower when he saw something in a corner. It was dark at the time, so no one else had noticed, but this grunt was scared shitless the moment he saw the video. You can’t possibly imagine how it felt.”


  Mr. Shaw’s account had piqued Anzhe’s interest. He noticed the Poet was also listening with rapt attention.


  Mr. Shaw continued, “He saw someone with a strange gait walking over to the water treatment tank and sitting down on the edge—this guy moved like he didn’t have a single bone in his body. Someone who’d seen the footage described him as a human-shaped leech. After this thing sat down, he dipped his legs into the water.”


  “Was he an aberration, contaminating the water with secretions?” the Poet asked.


  Mr. Shaw smirked. “It wouldn’t be so horrifying if that was all that happened.”


  The Poet raised an eyebrow.


  “Next, the man’s legs melted and became pale and translucent, as though they had exploded and spread all through the water. It was indescribable.” Mr. Shaw shook his head dramatically. “His whole body melted into the tank. The water level rose by nearly twenty percent. I heard it described as ‘full of pale ground pork.’ The water in that tank was part of the hydrocirculation system for the whole Base. After that, it flowed out of the pipes with the rest of the water, circulating into the Base’s potable water supply. Even worse, the footage had been from more than twenty hours earlier.”


  The Poet furrowed his brows, apparently disgusted by the story. His throat bobbed a few times before he finally managed, “The whole city was exposed.”


  “Exactly,” said Mr. Shaw. “The Lighthouse released a report of the findings: It was an aquatic invertebrate aberration. Dissolving into water like that might have been how it reproduced. In any case, the whole Base was exposed to the risk of infection—no one was safe. They rolled out the Act as an emergency measure.”


  “I’ve heard that the first generation of the Judge and the Judiciary Court were not under the jurisdiction of the military, but the Lighthouse,” the Poet said.


  Mr. Shaw nodded. “That’s not wrong. After that aquatic aberration got into the city, a few of the scientists from the Lighthouse who studied humanlike aberrant forms and had more knowledge of their characteristics came together to form the Judiciary Court. They spent ten days organizing an inspection of every single person on Base. No one had any wounds, but anyone could’ve been infected. They had no testing methods to use, only observation and intuitive judgment. Even though no one did anything wrong—all they did was drink water—if the Judiciary Court determined you dead, you had to die.” Mr. Shaw sighed. “For ten days, blood flowed in rivers. They say half of the Base’s population died.”


  “That’s about what I’ve put together, too,” said the Poet. “Those ten days are what is referred to as Judgment Day.”


  “That’s only because of you academic types and your melodrama, always on about your god, your judgment day or whatever…” Mr. Shaw scowled.


  The Poet smiled. “At the end of the world, everyone comes before God to receive His judgment. That is what determines whether you ascend to Heaven or fall to Hell. That is Judgment Day.”


  “Who the hell knows.” Mr. Shaw flicked the dust from his sleeve. “Anyway, when the Virginia Base heard about it, they were furious. They sent a team of researchers here with machines that could scientifically detect aberrations, and they even flew drones everywhere to drop flyers condemning the Northern Base for its inhumane actions. But guess what?”


  The Poet answered quietly: “Three years after that, marine humanoid aberrations attacked. The entire Virginia Base was infected and pronounced fallen.”


  “With those idiots at the Virginia Base as a counterexample, the Judiciary Act continued unopposed. Any arbiter has the authority to shoot on sight. What the arbiters can’t discern themselves, they pass on to the Judge for his personal evaluation. Any wrongful executions are not his responsibility; the Judge is God himself.” Mr. Shaw let out a few chuckles before continuing, “Too bad God’s prone to madness. There’s no going back once you kill so many of your own people. They couldn’t seem to keep people on the Lighthouse judgment council. Over a decade, three Judges succumbed to madness and two to suicide. No one wanted to fill that spot, so the military took over.


  “Now, the military guys were used to being stationed out in the wild. They’d seen their fair share of monstrosities, so they all had a good grasp on discerning aberrations and they tended to be pretty tough, mentally. The average number of years before a Judge would go mad went from three to five. When Lu Feng first became Judge, he wasn’t even twenty. At the time, I thought he was too young—I even bet someone that he wouldn’t last three years.” Mr. Shaw shrugged. “Cost me a pretty penny. This is his seventh year on the job. Hubbard said he’s killed way more people than the last guy, and the number’s been growing exponentially by the year for the past three. We all know it won’t be long before he loses it.”


  “It’s hard to say who is under more stress, the Judge or the one being judged,” the Poet said, leaning against the wall. “But since Colonel Lu was in the mood to sleep with this kid, it seems he still has some sense to him… Oh, but wait.” The Poet frowned again, correcting himself. “For a cold and unfeeling person like Colonel Lu, that might actually be a sign of madness.”


  He leaned in close to Anzhe, an expression like the one Mr. Shaw had worn earlier creeping onto his face. “So, how was he? Was he rough?”


  Anzhe pulled his clothes tightly around him and shrank into the corner. He wasn’t about to have this conversation.


  Plunk.


  The sound was abrupt.


  The atmosphere in the room jolted to life as all three people turned toward the source:


  A vibrantly colored beetle had hit the window pane.




  Chapter 21


   


  FROM SOMEWHERE DOWNSTAIRS came the sound of a woman’s scream. Perhaps she, too, had seen one. 


  The beetle crawled slowly along the glass. It was the size of a human’s palm, all eight of its spindly legs densely covered in small protuberances that clung to the glass. There was a pinprick of white at the center of each tendril—suction pads. Its teardrop-shaped tail ended in a long, floppy, brown tentacle that left dark brown stains on the glass as it moved. It seemed like it was trying to find a way inside. 


  The Poet tried to feel out any gaps in the windowpanes. “Don’t worry,” he said. “It’s sealed up. There’s no way in.” 


  “Gets worse with every generation,” said Mr. Shaw. “These are even uglier than the old ones. At least they still looked like bugs.” 


  “It’s the gene mixing.” The Poet looked out the window. “The more they mix their material, the more bizarre they turn out, and the more infectious they get. A scientist told me once that we still don’t understand the mechanics of infection even after a century of research.”


  Mr. Shaw made a dismissive noise. He sounded unconcerned, but he moved into the corner of the room, as far away from the window as he could get. “Can’t you pull the curtains?”


  “I want to look at the city one more time.” The Poet pulled in one side of the curtain, shrouding the room in darkness. His silhouette seemed to exude a strange melancholy. “This city…might not be around for much longer.” 


  Anzhe looked outside. In the light of dawn, beneath the still-dark sky, the gray of the city stretched far into the distance, obscured by fog. As the sun rose further and burned the fog away, massive mechanical structures came into view on the horizon. They were so tall that they seemed to pierce the sky itself. Humans had created such strange structures, all to ensure the safety of the Base. Of course, even these could be fallible—like now. 


  The Poet turned to Anzhe. “You don’t seem scared at all.”


  Anzhe pressed his lips into a thin line. He didn’t know how to answer that. 


  The Poet drew the other half of the curtain and smiled at him. “You’re a strange one.”


  “Really?” asked Anzhe.


  “You’re always so calm, as if you simply don’t care what happens to you next. People like you are very rare in this day and age.”


  Anzhe smiled. “I guess so.” 


  Mushrooms and humans were quite different creatures, after all. Anzhe tried his best to seem more like a human with his next question. “So what should we do now?”


  The Poet thought about it for a few minutes. “Pray. Pray that the ultrasonic deterrence systems still work. Or that these beetles are just a big swarm of mindless bugs that operate only by instinct… And then pray that this glass doesn’t shatter easily.”


  A storm of loud thuds followed that statement; countless bugs were throwing themselves against the glass. 


  Mr. Shaw glowered at the Poet. “I’ll pray for you to shut up.”


  Anxious, the Poet lifted a corner of the curtain to peek out and then swiftly pulled it closed again. “It’s best not to look.”


  “I already saw,” said Mr. Shaw. “Swarm’s coming.” 


  The next moment, he paled. “Quick! Check the vents!” 


  The Poet looked to one corner of the room. “Over there!” 


  Right above Anzhe’s head was a hole connecting to the outside. It was covered in wire mesh, but it had gone too long without repairs and was beginning to rust through with holes. The Poet immediately tore off a strip of his sleeve and handed it to Anzhe. “Plug it!”


  Anzhe balled it up and shoved it into the vent, but it didn’t cover all the damage. “It’s not enough.” 


  The Poet tore off some more fabric. Anzhe kept the other piece in there with one hand and took the new wad with the other—only to feel a faint sting in his right index finger. 


  Anzhe paused. He stuck the new ball of fabric in there without changing his expression, plugging up the rest of the gap before sitting back down on the bed. Mr. Shaw and the Poet were still looking for any other openings into the room, so he brought his finger up to his face and studied it. 


  There was a red pinprick. 


  The texture of his skin turned to snow-white hyphae. While the other two were distracted, he broke off that chunk of mycelium with a sharp yank. New hyphae filaments grew from the break and merged to form a new human finger, one whole and unharmed.


  Anzhe didn’t know if that did any good—he didn’t notice anything different about the piece of hyphae he’d removed, but he didn’t know what else to do.


  “That’s all the gaps,” said the Poet, turning back around. 


  “…Mm,” said Anzhe. 


  However, the thudding of beetles throwing themselves against the glass only worsened, becoming louder and denser until it was a steady drumbeat against the frame. It seemed like the glass might shatter at any moment. The loudspeaker in the hallway continued to loop useless instructions to close doors and windows and not to panic. 


  The Poet sat down, face paling. “It’s up to fate now.”


  “You shut your mouth!” Mr. Shaw barked, then fixed his eyes on Anzhe.


  Anzhe didn’t understand what he wanted. “What’s wrong?”


  “Hurry up,” said Mr. Shaw. “Call your man.”


  Anzhe blinked. 


   


  ***


   


  At the Deterrence Center in District 1, the massive black ultra­sonic deterrence system stood tall, faintly visible in the gray light. With its saucerlike silhouette, it resembled a massive flower blooming over the city. 


  The car sped down the road, leaving residential buildings far behind as the deterrence system ahead grew larger. 


  A man was speaking, but Lu Feng interrupted him. “If the Deterrence Center is damaged, will the other deterrence systems continue working as usual?”


  “There’s a chance they won’t.” The researcher hesitated. “The deterrence systems are complicated to operate. To ensure complete coverage of the Outer City, the wavelengths and intensities are all centrally managed through the Deterrence Center. If the emergency protocols don’t activate when the central hub goes down, the consequences could be devastating. Of course, that’s just the worst-case scenario, and the chance of it actually happening is very low. System One at the Center is the largest ultrasonic deterrence system in the city. It’s powerful enough to passively affect the human body, so District One has no civilian residents and very few staff or soldiers. When they’re shorthanded, there are many possible reasons for temporary radio silence. It might not be—”


  His voice cut off abruptly as he stared through the car window at the deterrence system straight ahead. 


  Over a hundred years ago, during the time of peace, gardeners would use pesticide on their plants in the spring to protect them from insects. Now, this massive black flower—the ultrasonic deterrence system—was covered in welts: massive, writhing worms of yellow, white, and gray on every available surface.


  And not just worms. The man’s breathing became ragged. “No…” he said. “Colonel, do you see that?” 


  Lu Feng wrenched the steering wheel to one side. The car made a sharp, dangerous turn and sped back in the direction it had come from. 


  The trucks behind it first flashed their lights in fury, only to follow suit the very next moment— 


  At the other end of the road, a swarm of black insects burst into the air like fireworks and landed like a sudden rainstorm. Their exoskeletons smashed loudly into the car windows; it was like driving through a storm of bullets. 


  Inside the car, Lu Feng’s communicator volume was dialed all the way up, amplifying the shaking voice of the switchboard operator. 


  “Colonel, emergency dispatch from District Two. They’re completely overrun with insect swarms. They’re requesting reinforcement.”


  “Emergency dispatch from District Three. They encountered massive amounts of monstrous insects during evacuation and are requesting reinforcement.” 


  “Emergency dispatch from City Defense.”


  “Emergency dispatch from City Affairs.”


  “Emergency dispatch from District Eight—”


  “Answer District Eight.” Lu Feng spoke very quickly. “Can the underground shelter safely accept all residents for emergency evacuation?” 


  “Colonel Lu!” The person on the other end spoke quickly. “A mosquito swarm got in through the air vents; they’re too hard to find, and extermination is almost impossible! We’ve seen over a dozen infected—requesting reinforcements from the Judiciary Court!” 


  There were three seconds of utter silence. 


  “Shoot all the infected,” said Lu Feng. “Get everyone else to the shelter and await reinforcements.” 


  The communication ended. 


  “Colonel,” came a young voice from the speaker. “The Judiciary Court has assembled. No casualties at present.” 


  “Split up to assist each district. District Eight takes priority.”


  “At once.” 


  The communication ended. 


  “Colonel,” said the researcher in the car, desperately trying to keep his voice steady. “We should head to the Inner City.”


  “Why the Inner City?” Lu Feng seemed calm. 


  “It has its own deterrence and defense system. It’s completely secure.” 


  The car slowed as it came to a fork in the road.


  “What about the Outer City?” asked Lu Feng. 


  “The entire Outer City has been exposed. Insectoid monsters have a size advantage; they can get into any opening, and the danger level of insect swarms is higher than the rodent swarm that took down the Southeastern Base.” The researcher’s voice wasn’t shaking anymore. “You may be the Judge, but in circumstances like these, even you have to know when to cut and run.” With his composure bolstered by his argument, he even managed to smile. “It doesn’t matter where we go anymore; it’s impossible to reduce casualties. You know I’m right, sir. We can’t save anyone else, but we can keep ourselves safe.”


  The communicator rang again. Lu Feng had it set to emergency mode, so the call automatically went through after three seconds. 


  This time, it wasn’t the switchboard operator.


  “Colonel,” came a clear voice, slower than Lu Feng was used to hearing and softly breathy at the edges. “I still have your things.”


  “Where are you?” asked Lu Feng. 


  “Near the City Defense Bureau,” said Anzhe. “There…there are a lot of bugs hitting the windows.” His voice was unsteady on the last word, as if he was afraid. 


  Lu Feng turned the steering wheel and swerved onto the other road. The researcher’s eyes bugged out; he nearly flew out of his seat, only held back by his seatbelt. “You—” 


  Lu Feng didn’t seem to hear him at all. He spoke into the communicator instead: “Stay put.”




  Chapter 22


   


  AFTER LU FENG ARRIVED and kicked in the door, Anzhe was brought out, using the man’s uniform jacket to shield his head.


  The Poet and Mr. Shaw followed suit—though they had to find their own cover. 


  Lu Feng had brought with him a miniature ultrasonic disruption device for the entrance of the building, enough to clear a radius of about thirty feet. Anzhe was stuffed safely into the car. The other two scampered in after him, all three of them squashing together in the back row.


  “We’re overloaded,” said Lu Feng, returning to the driver’s seat. Anzhe could tell the Judge was talking about him again. 


  Mr. Shaw spoke up. “Colonel, sir, I don’t count. We’re not overloaded.”


  “Oh,” said Lu Feng. He dialed a number. “Use of ultrasonic disruption device for rescue missions is a go. Suggesting full-scale evacuation of residents.”


  Howard’s voice came through on the other end. “To the underground shelter?” 


  “I’ll go clear the shelter in District Eight first.”


  “Thank you.” 


  Lu Feng revved the engine. They turned a corner and headed for District 8. 


  The communicator never stopped calling. As soon as the City Affairs Bureau requested aid, District 5 needed reinforcements, but then as personnel were diverted to District 5, the Judiciary Court called to tell him they were shorthanded. 


  By that point, Lu Feng’s responses had become very robotic. 


  “Transfer to the City Defense Bureau.”


  “Transfer to the City Defense Bureau.”


  “Transfer to the City Defense Bureau.”


  “Thank you. Please transfer to the City Defense Bureau.”


  “Lu Feng, you fucking—”


  It was Howard this time. Lu Feng hung up on him. 


  Frowning, he turned to the researcher in the passenger’s seat. “Did I get any calls from District Six?”


  “I don’t think so.”


  Lu Feng dialed. “District Six?”


  “Hello, this is the City Affairs Bureau of District Six. How can I…” 


  The person on the other end sounded so calm it shocked even Anzhe. 


  Lu Feng frowned harder. “Lu Feng of the Judiciary Court. How is District Six looking?”


  There was a pause. “District Six is all clear. Is there something—” 


  Lu Feng interrupted them again. “All clear?”


  “Yes.”


  Lu Feng hung up immediately and turned to the researcher, who sat stunned for a moment before he spoke, his voice shaking. “There can be only one explanation. The ultrasonic deterrence system in District Six successfully activated emergency protocols.”


  “Wow,” said the Poet. 


  Lu Feng quickly dialed back. “Lu Feng of the Judiciary Court. Please confirm that District Six is presently all clear. Please confirm that the ultrasonic deterrence system is fully functioning.”


  “All confirmed.” The other person sounded confused. “Colonel, has something happened?”


  “Yes.” Lu Feng’s answer was quick and to the point. “Immediately raise the quarantine shields and verify supply distribution. Prepare to receive evacuees.”


  “Yes, sir!” 


  Lu Feng called Howard again. “Howard. Situation’s changed. Direct all residents to District Six for shelter.”


  “Got it,” said Howard. “The City Defense Bureau will handle rescue and evacuation.”


  “Received. The Judiciary Court will handle screening.”


  “Thank you.”


  Lu Feng dialed another number after that. Anzhe noticed the sequence was unusually short. 


  “Inner City, Central Command,” said the communicator. “Hello, Colonel Lu.”


  “Lu Feng of the Judiciary Court. Requesting authorization for citywide judgment.”


  “Please state the estimated fatality rate and length of operation.”


  Lu Feng was silent for three seconds. “Sixty percent. Five days.”


  “Please hold.” 


  “Citywide judgment,” murmured the Poet. “Isn’t that…”


  Mr. Shaw’s eyes were fixed straight ahead. “Judgment Day.”


  Five minutes later, the voice from the communicator returned. “Request granted.”


  “Understood.”


  The car sped toward District 6. Anzhe felt like Lu Feng was oddly quiet the whole way there.


  When they made it to District 5, they saw a massive armored truck from the City Defense Bureau parked on the road ahead. An ugly ultrasonic device had been crudely affixed to the roof to help evacuate residents trapped inside a nearby building. Lu Feng stopped by the truck and unlocked the car doors. 


  “I’m off for a meeting in preparation for Judgment Day,” he said. “You guys go with City Defense.”


  Anzhe numbly did as the Judge told him. Once he’d been packed into the truck by the Defense soldiers, though, he realized that he’d forgotten to give Lu Feng’s coat back. Lu Feng hadn’t asked for it, either. 


  There was no time to get out of the truck. The door swung closed with a thud, cutting off the light, and then the truck sped off in the direction of District 6. In the darkness, crushed in with all the other people, the Poet grabbed one of his hands, and Anzhe clutched Mr. Shaw’s sleeve with the other. The vehicle swayed slightly. In the turbid air, he could hear someone crying. 


  “Did you hear that?” whispered the Poet. “He estimated the fatality rate for Judgment Day at sixty percent.”


  “Mm,” said Anzhe. 


  “I’m a little scared,” said the Poet. “But I’m sure we’ll survive.”


  Anzhe wasn’t sure about that. He was anxious, but it wasn’t because Judgment Day was coming. It was because he’d been bitten. 


  The Poet seemed to sense his tension and patted him on the shoulder. “Don’t be afraid. Get some rest.”


  Anzhe hummed in response, closing his eyes. The rocking of the truck lulled him to sleep very easily. 


  The world darkened and grew heavier. He suddenly found himself somewhere else: He felt the earth and the wind, his field of perception indistinct but vast. He sensed strange wavelengths of the kind humans couldn’t perceive. He was flying, surrounded by wind. His body was very light. 


  Where was he flying to?


  He saw it—a blurry gray city. He sensed warmth radiating from it—


  Flinching, Anzhe jolted awake. 


  He stared blankly into the darkness ahead of him. He didn’t know what to make of that strange vision, but he’d seen similar things before—in the cave in the Abyss, when his hyphae had absorbed An Ze’s blood and grown deep into his organs and skeleton. The human’s consciousness had appeared to him the same way. 


  Anzhe panted for breath, lowering his head as he anxiously rubbed his bitten finger against the pad of his thumb. None of the monsters in the Abyss were interested in mushrooms, but sometimes he’d bump into the bloody remains of some other creature, or tear his hyphae on the thorns of a vine. He’d never been infected, however—either through sheer luck or for some other reason. 


  He wasn’t so sure about this time.


   


  ***


   


  The disaster had come out of nowhere, much like this abrupt Judgment Day. 


  Night had fallen. At the entrance to District 6, dim yellow lights shone silently on the dark line of people snaking along the quarantine walls as far as the eye could see. The beating of insect wings hummed all around them; it was clear how hungrily they were eyeing the city as a potential nursery for their offspring. At the same time, there were the sounds of tires rumbling, treads rolling, and the ground shaking beneath those heavily armored trucks. The military was still ceaselessly evacuating each residential area. The trains were bringing in people, too. Occasionally bugs would get into the cabins, but no one could afford to care anymore. Once people arrived at the outskirts of District 6, they were put at the back of the line to await judgment. 


  The line was a long black river made up of countless people. It inched forward slowly, its members permitted to enter the safe zone District 6 once they passed. 


  The loudspeaker announcements blared messages instructing everyone to form an orderly line or to have patience while waiting. From time to time, there would be shrieks of horror among the queue as someone mutated right in front of everyone’s eyes and the soldiers on patrol shot them dead. After a few gunshots, the agitated crowd would settle. They moved forward slowly, all wanting to delay the inevitable, even as the soldiers relentlessly hurried them along. 


  However, most of the gunshots didn’t happen at the middle of the line, but at the gates to the quarantine zone. 


  “It’s been seventy years,” said one elderly man. “Judgment Day has come again.” He held the hand of a nine-year-old boy, who looked up at him in fear. The boy received no comfort, though. The old man stared forward with hollow eyes; all he did was tighten his grip. 


  Outside the walls, the bugs were killing people. The ones gathered here had been saved from the swarm only to be sent to District 6, where humans did the killing instead. When God passed His judgment, it was at least an evaluation of one’s virtue or sin. But before the Judiciary Court, some people died without having done anything at all.


  The night descended deeper into darkness. A desolate wind howled in the distance, like the crashing of a far-off tide. 


  Bang. Someone ahead of Anzhe collapsed. Two soldiers dragged the man’s body away. Every residential area had a massive garbage incinerator, and now this one had been put to use burning bodies. 


  Another gunshot, another collapse. The line kept shortening. More people were killed than were permitted into the residential area. 


  As he shuffled forward with the line, Anzhe could see how judgment was delivered.


  At the front of the line was a buffer zone tightly guarded by soldiers; if anyone exhibited visible mutations, the soldiers would shoot them right there. If they made it to the second part of the screening, they faced four arbiters flanking either side of the quarantine door. Each of them possessed veto power and could shoot at will, which meant that if any one of them believed someone wasn’t human, they had the power to dispatch regardless of their colleagues’ opinions. 


  They were responsible for about a quarter of the deaths. Becoming host to a parasite was different from being infected through a bite. It was an extremely slow process, and many of the physical markers of infestation hadn’t had time to manifest. Most of the time, the arbiters would glance at each other and let a given person through. 


  Then that person would go to the bloodiest area and face the final test—Lu Feng himself. 


  He did not sit, composed, or stand solemnly to greet them; as usual, he leaned almost carelessly against the door, fiddling with his pistol as if his mind was elsewhere. This was the weapon he used to carry out the ultimate judgment. 


  Another gunshot. He’d executed a twelve-year-old boy, who fell with his eyes still fixed sightlessly upon Lu Feng. 


  One of the younger arbiters went pale. Throat working helplessly, he bent double and began to retch.


  Lu Feng shot a look in his direction. “Change him out.”


  A soldier helped the arbiter away. During the short shift change, no one underwent judgment. A member of the City Affairs Bureau, clad in a white button-down shirt, went up and handed each remaining arbiter a bottle of ice water with green mint leaves—but Lu Feng didn’t take one. 


  A new arbiter arrived less than a minute later, and the judgment process resumed.


  Mr. Shaw and the Poet shoved at each other, neither of them wanting to go next. In the end, Anzhe was pushed up to the front. 


  The soldiers glanced at him and gestured for him to pass. Anzhe continued forward, where the four arbiters exchanged brief looks and let him through as well. 


  Anzhe came to a stop in front of Lu Feng. The Judge’s green eyes assessed him. Under the lamps, they looked shadowed; there was no sign of emotion, the same as they’d looked the first day the two of them had met. 


  Anzhe lowered his gaze. 


  Strange, that he’d only been at the human base for a month, and it was already his fourth time standing officially before the Judge. 


  He’d been bitten earlier that day, but nothing had happened other than his strange vision. If Lu Feng couldn’t see anything wrong with him either… 


  The thought was interrupted by Lu Feng lifting his left hand and then lowering it. It was the gesture for him to pass. 


  Anzhe let out a breath and walked through. He still had Lu Feng’s coat and work notebook, but this was clearly not the time to return them. 


  He stopped inside the entryway. 


  A number of huge military trucks were waiting there. Each truckbed could hold about seventy people if they packed into every corner. Those who made it into the district would get on a truck, and once it was full, they’d be taken to their accommodations—a few empty residential buildings. If those filled up, they’d be assigned regular buildings to live alongside their original inhabitants. In short, there would be someplace for everyone to go. If they were already a resident of District 6, or if they had close friends or family in the area, they were free to go wherever they wanted. 


  Less than a minute later, both Mr. Shaw and the Poet came through after Anzhe. 


  Mr. Shaw let out a huge sigh of relief. “I’m alive.” 


  “We were confirmed not infected when the Judge rescued us from the Defense Bureau, and we didn’t leave the car the whole time.” The Poet grinned. “Of course we made it through.”


  Mr. Shaw looked askance at him. “You weren’t so confident back in line.”


  “Because I’d forgotten,” said the Poet. 


  Mr. Shaw patted Anzhe on the shoulder. “Where’s your place? I need to find somewhere to sleep. I’ve gone two full days without any shut-eye.”


  “I’m not going home,” said Anzhe.


  Mr. Shaw frowned. “Where are you going, then?”


  Anzhe pointed at the jacket draped around his shoulders. “Once he’s free, I have to give this back to him.”


  Mr. Shaw smacked his own forehead. “Of course your place is out. Whatever,” he said. “I’ll go find my own lover.” 


  Anzhe stared at his mentor’s retreating back. What had he meant? 


  “Mr. Shaw’s conducted his business in sublevel three for years,” the Poet piped up. “At least ninety percent of all the pornographic books and movies in the whole Base were produced in his shop. I heard he was quite the rake when he was young.”


  Anzhe realized his teacher might in fact be quite famous. “Does everyone know him?”


  “The Base isn’t very big.” The Poet grinned. “Who doesn’t know of Mr. Shaw’s wares? He’s toned down his philandering ways now that he’s older, though. Speaking of sublevel three, I just remembered Dusay. You’ve seen her, haven’t you? She’s the most beautiful woman in the Outer City.” 


  Anzhe nodded.


  “I wonder where she is now,” sighed the Poet. “It would be such a shame if she’d died.”


  Anzhe kept his silence. The Poet had been in jail; of course he wouldn’t know that the madam of sublevel 3 had in fact perished in the prelude to this breeding season. 


  The melancholy on the Poet’s face made Anzhe realize something, however: Humans were saddened by the deaths of others. It was an emotion unique to them, and perhaps one of the reasons humans feared death more than other creatures did. 


  “You’re making that face again,” said the Poet.


  “What?” Anzhe’s voice was very soft. 


  “Like nothing that happens here really affects you. As if you’re just a spectator.” The Poet put his elbow on Anzhe’s shoulder, teasing. “Observing us, or pitying us. A second ago, there was something almost divine about you.” 


  Anzhe blinked, confused. It was only natural for him to seem inhuman—after all, he was an aberration. 


  “Don’t worry, it’s gone.” The Poet blew some air close to his ear. “Now you look like a little idiot.” Anzhe didn’t respond to that either, and the Poet patted him on the shoulder. “I’m leaving, too.”


  “Where are you going?”


  “Wherever. The City Defense Bureau has their hands too full to deal with me, so I’m breaking out of jail.” He grinned at Anzhe. “Goodbye.” 


  Anzhe watched as he disappeared into the night.


  The Poet was officially a prisoner in the custody of the City Defense Bureau. He had no communicator or ID card; Anzhe had no idea where he could even go. Perhaps he’d seek out his boyfriend, Anzhe thought. Or he’d find someone else to listen to his stories of the Base’s creation. It wouldn’t be long at all before the Defense Bureau arrested him again. 


  With the Poet’s departure, Anzhe was left alone at the district entrance. The space was mostly empty, and he wasn’t the only one loitering; there were quite a few people talking among themselves, and still others had gathered in the distance for something he couldn’t see. The temporarily erected quarantine walls weren’t too high, and they were translucent enough for him to see Lu Feng’s silhouette. 


  The aurora spun above them. Every night, the color of the sky would change. Bodies were constantly dragged from the doors, while only a few live people walked through the gates. Death and gunshots seemed like the only constants. 


  A gust of wind brought with it the tang of blood. Anzhe couldn’t see Lu Feng’s face, but he found his silhouette very striking, and also…very lonely. 


  If humans felt sad for the deaths of others, did the Judge mourn those he killed? Maybe he’d grown numb. 


  Anzhe heard footsteps behind him. 


  “Why are you still here?” said a voice he faintly recognized. 


  Anzhe turned to see the young arbiter who was always following Lu Feng. He held a bottle of mint water, his face pale and tired but his expression gentle. “Not going home yet?”


  Anzhe shook his head. “I want to give this back to the colonel.” He took off the jacket. “Could you pass it to him for me?”


  The arbiter smiled faintly. “You’re not going to wait for him?”


  He’d only worn the colonel’s jacket once, thought Anzhe. Now, for some reason, everyone assumed there was something between them. 


  “The colonel and I…” Anzhe struggled to find the words. “We’re not that close.”


  The arbiter’s answer surprised him. “I know,” he said. “I’ve just never seen the colonel with anyone at all before.” He reached out his hand. “Here, I’ll take it.”


  Anzhe checked to see that the notebook and the pen were still there, then folded up the jacket and handed it over. The arbiter took it with both hands, his long, pretty lashes lowering. 


  “The colonel’s been working for a long time without a break,” he murmured. “Are you sure you won’t wait for him?”


  At that very moment, the aurora above them shifted, lighting up the sky and the earth like a bolt of lightning. 


  Anzhe’s heart skipped a beat. Some unassailable urge swept over him; he couldn’t help but look toward the gate at Lu Feng’s figure, so tall and so lonely in the night. He had the sense that if he left now, he’d never have anything to do with the man again for the rest of his life. 


  Anzhe took the coat back. The arbiter looked at him. 


  “I…” said Anzhe. “I’ll wait for him.”


  The arbiter smiled warmly and unfolded the jacket to drape it around Anzhe’s shoulders. “Thank you.”


  Anzhe looked back at Lu Feng. In the span of their conversation, Lu Feng had killed another two people. 


  “When will he take a break?” he asked. 


  “I don’t know. Maybe in another two or three hours.”


  “Thank you,” said Anzhe. 


  The arbiter spoke up. “How did you meet the colonel?”
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  Anzhe thought about it. “At the city gates.” He made no mention of the spore incident. “He suspected me of not being human and took me for genetic testing. I passed.”


  The arbiter raised an eyebrow. 


  “And then he arrested me,” said Anzhe. 


  The arbiter laughed, eyes curving. “I know. You people have some guts to make something like that.”


  Anzhe fell into a sheepish silence for a few moments. “And then at the Defense Bureau, I was cold, so he let me stay in his room that night,” he continued. He counted on his fingers. “After that, my friends and I were trapped in a room and didn’t know what to do, so I called him and he took us here. Does the colonel often help other people?”


  If that was the case, Lu Feng might be a good person. 


  “I don’t know,” said the arbiter. “There’s never anyone around him.” There was a pause. “I want to protect people too, but that’s not how the job works. Nobody seeks help from the Judiciary Court.” 


  Anzhe hesitated. “You seem like a good person. Not like an arbiter,” he added. This arbiter had one of the gentlest demeanors among all those he’d met.


  The man smiled. “I get that a lot. Maybe people like the Judge are the ones who fit the bill.”


  “Maybe,” said Anzhe. Lu Feng’s detached personality might be why he could make the most objective judgments, he thought. 


  “This is the seventh year the colonel’s worked for the Judiciary Court. When you’re judging someone’s humanity on sight alone, mistakes happen; some are wrongly cleared, others killed in vain. It really is the hardest job in the world. The Judge can evaluate an arbiter’s decisions, but there is no one who can evaluate the Judge’s. He has to contend with things you can’t even imagine—aberrations sneaking in, blame and scrutiny from others…and his own conscience. That’s why I think it’s more than apathy that’s kept the colonel working for the Judiciary Court for seven straight years. I hope you can appreciate that.” 


  This arbiter kept changing the topic to Lu Feng. Anzhe saw right through him. But the man was frowning, looking somewhere near them, on their side of the quarantine zone. 


  Many people had gathered there, much more than before. Anzhe had originally thought they were residents here to spectate, but they looked solemn—as if they’d assembled for a meeting.


  Their voices were low, but Anzhe managed to catch a few words. 


  “The ratio…terrifying…”


  “Four thousand.”


  “…Begin.” 


  He saw the arbiter next to him frown and make a hand sign toward the soldiers in the distance. 


  A group came over. At that very moment, the people gathered at the walls dispersed. There were at least a hundred of them, and the group looked even larger once they’d all scattered. More came from the district’s streets to join them. 


  Someone in the crowd was waving. At him, Anzhe realized. He looked closer and saw a young, familiar face: It was the boy who’d led him to Building 117 on his first day at the Base.


  They’d been protesting at the time. 


  It dawned upon Anzhe what they had come to do. He stared at them, wide-eyed. 


  The person at the head took a piece of paper from within their clothing and unfolded it. 


  STOP THE TYRANNY OF THE JUDGE read the large crimson words on white paper. 


  Someone next to the person unfolded their own that read RELEASE THE JUDGMENT PROTOCOL. 


  PUBLISH THE TRIAL STANDARDS.


  SAY NO TO ANOTHER JUDGMENT DAY.


  ANSWER TO THE DEAD.


  OPPOSE INDISCRIMINATE SLAUGHTER IN THE NAME OF SAFETY. 


  MANDATE PERIODIC PSYCHIATRIC ASSESSMENT OF THE JUDGE.


  THE JUDICIARY COURT MUST TAKE RESPONSIBILITY FOR THE POPULATION DECLINE.


  WE DEMAND AN EXPLANATION FOR THE JUDGE’S HISTORICALLY HIGH FATALITY RATE.


  Under the light of the aurora, these white flyers blossomed like flowers. Converging, they formed a silent, snow-white sea capped with waves of scarlet text. 


  They made waves in the line outside the wall too. People craned their necks to see what was going on outside the translucent barriers, their solemn silence broken by this sudden disruption. Softly, they began to whisper to each other.


  Anzhe looked to the gate, where Lu Feng had moved slightly to look in their direction.


  It was no more than a passing glance, as if it barely merited his notice. Then he turned back, reloaded, and pulled the trigger of his gun. A short-haired young woman collapsed before him in a pool of blood. 


  If Anzhe’s count was right, this was the eleventh person in a row Lu Feng had killed.


  It was time for the twelfth, a man with copper-colored skin. His horrified eyes flickered between Lu Feng, the arbiters, and the spreading pool of blood on the ground. The silence stretched, but he didn’t step forward from the line. 


  One armed soldier went to hurry him along. Small muscles twitched in the man’s face; he stared at the large, intimidating crowd on the other side of the barrier, gritted his teeth, closed his eyes, and sat down on the ground. “I refuse!” 


  That act galvanized the protestors, who raised their signs higher. 


  Outside the wall, a second person sat down in line. Then a third. A fourth. 


  As if struck by a flood, within five minutes they all sat down like fallen dominoes—nobody spoke, nor did anyone else step into the judgment zone. The aurora danced madly in the sky as they all quietly stared at Lu Feng, who stood in the middle, conveying their resistance through inaction. 


  Before them lay judgment and behind them was the swarm. It was as though they could reject either fate by sitting here instead, and that way gain eternal life. 


  Nothing changed in Lu Feng’s face. He lowered his lashes as he replaced his magazine. His brows and slender eyes were naturally upturned at the ends, which made him keenly intimidating when looking at someone directly. But when he looked down, the curves of those features gave his face a coolly disdainful cast. 


  The new magazine clicked into place. 


  “Bring him up,” he said. 


  The soldiers of the Defense Bureau hesitated for a beat. For a full ten seconds, everything was still, before two of them strode up and grabbed the man who’d sat down first. 


  Slowly, Lu Feng raised his gun. 


  Everyone stared at them. The sound of a woman’s sobbing came from the crowd, a sound that spread like a virus to create an ocean of wails. The weeping was inescapable, as if what they were facing was a massacre instead of judgment—or perhaps, at its core, Judgment Day could only be a massacre, no matter what century they were in. 


  The arrival of an armored truck broke the tension. Howard disembarked with his troops and turned to Lu Feng. “What’s going on?” 


  “The residents refuse to cooperate,” said Lu Feng calmly.


  Howard glanced around, brows knitting. “Lu Feng,” he said, a warning in his tone. “You may have gone overboard.”


  There was no emotion in Lu Feng’s voice, but it was hoarse. “I have not.”


  “We are in a state of emergency,” Howard said to the residents through a loudspeaker his second-in-command had passed him. “The safety of the Base is at stake. Large-scale infection could break out at any moment. Please cooperate with the work of the Judiciary Court and the City Defense Bureau.”


  Nobody moved. Perhaps the theoretical possibility of mass infection evoked less fear than the Judge’s gun right in front of them. 


  Howard noticed their silence. Scanning the signboards, he hesitated. “Let’s compromise. The Judiciary Court releases trial standards, and the residents resume the judgment process.”


  “Howard.” Lu Feng’s voice was calm. 


  Screams erupted from the crowd—Lu Feng’s gun had slowly turned toward Howard instead.


  Howard blinked, frowning. “Colonel Lu, what do you think you’re doing?” 


  His soldiers took a step forward in unison, their guns drawn and aimed at Lu Feng. It was a stalemate. Howard scoffed. “Colonel Lu, I may have spent the whole day outside, but I swear a bug never touched me.”


  “You’re already infected,” said Lu Feng. 


  “I understand that the Judiciary Court wants to take over City Defense and resist releasing the trial standards,” said Howard in a low voice. “But the survival of the Base is at stake. Colonel Lu, your abuse of power cannot go unchecked.”


  The crowd began to bristle. 


  Lu Feng’s finger was on the trigger. He didn’t say a word, but it was clear what he was about to do. 


  The City Defense soldiers mirrored him, their movements more obvious. They clearly intended to shoot Lu Feng the moment he pulled the trigger on Chief Howard.


  A dead silence crept over them like frost. In that stifling quiet, someone’s shout rang loud inside the wall. 


  “Stop the tyranny of the Judge!” 


  Many more answered him. Everyone present, on either side of the wall—those who had been there already and those who had just joined the fray all chanted alongside him.


  “Stop the tyranny of the Judge!”


  “Stop the tyranny of the Judge!”


  “Stop the tyranny of the Judge!”


  Their voices crested like waves, louder and louder, but Lu Feng never moved. 


  Anzhe stared at his back, almost forgetting to breathe. He didn’t know Lu Feng very well, but he knew enough—Lu Feng would certainly shoot. 


  And he’d die. 


  “Don’t do it…” murmured the young arbiter beside him. 


  The aurora flared suddenly, the tension thicker than ice. 


  Just then, a piercing siren tore through the night, drowning out the shouting. A white high beam appeared on the road, flashing as it drew closer. The crowd parted to make way for a white engineering vehicle emblazoned with a red triangle. Its doors swung open as it approached, and a young man dressed in a white lab coat leaned halfway out. Anzhe recognized him: A month ago at the city gates, this young scientist had administered his genetic testing. 


  “This is the Lighthouse testing center,” he said into his own loudspeaker. Hastily, he panted for breath. “The first genetic coupling agent was completed an hour ago—it can make DNA targets visible in as little as…” He struggled to catch his breath for a few moments. “…As little as five minutes.” 


  No one moved. He hopped out of the vehicle and ran toward them. 


  At the entryway, he unscrewed a single-use syringe and went up to them. “Chief Howard—if you please.”


  Howard conspicuously undid the sleeve of his hazmat suit for the blood sample, giving Lu Feng an arch look.


  Everyone else looked at Lu Feng too. Anzhe knew they were waiting for a specific result, one that said Howard’s DNA was normal, to prove the Judge really had been killing innocents.


  Someone in the crowd of protesters said, “We’re about to change history.”


  Anzhe saw Lu Feng lower his gun. He leaned against the wall and wiped the barrel expressionlessly, as if none of this affected him. What was he thinking? Anzhe wondered. 


  Lu Feng finished cleaning his gun three minutes later and holstered it back at his hip, eyes scanning the crowd apathetically. Anzhe gazed at him. Their eyes met for a fraction of a second. 


  Immediately, Anzhe moved closer to the arbiter as if to declare his own allegiance. Lu Feng seemed to smile. Anzhe couldn’t tell, though, because the man turned away the very next second. 


  One minute left. 


  The protesting crowd buzzed, all of them talking. 


  Thirty seconds. 


  Ten. 


  They all began the countdown. “Nine, eight, seven, six, five, four, three, two, one—”


  Scarlet light blazed from the top of the testing vehicle. The ominous siren ripped through the air. “Warning—” 


  The crowd fell into deathly silence. 


  Bang! 


  Lu Feng hadn’t needed to do anything. A soldier at the gate shot first. 


  Silence spread; no one spoke. In the end, it was the Doctor who said, “Colonel—”


  Lu Feng turned and headed inside without a look back. He strode right past all of them, including Anzhe. 


  The crowd resembled statues, only moving when he drew near to clear a path. 


  The sight of Lu Feng’s retreating back overlapped in Anzhe’s memory with the way he’d turned and left that day at the city gates. Anzhe had only ever seen him leaving—never approaching anyone. 


  The arbiter elbowed Anzhe. 


  Realization dawned. Clutching Lu Feng’s notebook, Anzhe gave chase—but His Excellency the Judge was tall and had long legs, so Anzhe had to run to catch up. 


  “Colonel.”


  Lu Feng made no reply.


  “Colonel, please wait.”


  Lu Feng stayed silent. 


  “Colonel…” Anzhe panted. He didn’t have much stamina in the first place, and the run had reduced his voice to barely a whisper. “Please slow down,” he said with a frown. “I can’t keep up with you…” 


  The colonel finally stopped and turned to look at him. 


  Anzhe was still gasping. “Colonel…” he said, looking up. 


  “Speak properly.” Lu Feng stared down at him, voice cold. “Don’t pout at me.”


  Anzhe was speechless.




  Chapter 23


   


  “I WASN’T POUTING,” Anzhe said in a small voice. He handed the notebook to Lu Feng, who took it, arching his brow. “And your jacket.” He took that off and gave it to Lu Feng as well. “Thank you.”


  Lu Feng draped the coat over his arm and looked down at Anzhe. “You didn’t have to wait for me,” he said. “You could’ve left it at the gates.” 


  Anzhe said nothing. He met Lu Feng’s eyes for a few seconds before he carefully asked, “Are…are you okay?”


  “I’m fine.” Lu Feng looked away. He sounded entirely unfazed, as if nothing had happened. 


  “…Oh,” Anzhe said. “Where are you going?” 


  Lu Feng looked at him. His calculating green eyes always seemed to chill Anzhe somehow. Without the warm coat, Anzhe shivered, exposed to the freezing evening wind.


  Lu Feng threw the coat back into Anzhe’s hands. “I don’t know,” he said. “I’ll escort you home first.”


  Anzhe wrapped the coat around himself once more. Once he was finished, Lu Feng strode forward, and he followed. 


  The gathered protestors parted around them. They wore solemn expressions, the corners of their mouths stiff and downturned. They still held their signs and flyers; the papers billowed and rustled in the wind. 


  Everyone watched them with quiet tension. Green, purple, and orange light from the aurora shone upon their faces, giving a strangely metallic glint to their skin. 


  Anzhe saw vivid hatred and apprehension in their eyes. He thought that if not for the gun Lu Feng carried and his right to shoot it at any time, nothing would have held them back. 


  The same eyes fell upon Anzhe—perhaps even the majority of them. He couldn’t help but draw closer to Lu Feng. He understood why Lu Feng was escorting him now. Anzhe had followed the Judge of his own volition, and now the dissidents eyed him like slavering wolves. 


  The crowd, although not small, was thankfully nothing compared to the size of the district. Within five minutes, they’d made it past the protesters and were headed into the residential areas. 


  Dark shadows cast by the aurora reached within the forest of residential buildings; the overlap of light and shadow cast the grayish-white pavement into patches of black and gray. His and Lu Feng’s shadows dragged long on the ground as well, cutting through the patches. 


  Anzhe didn’t know what to say to Lu Feng, and Lu Feng made no effort to speak either.


  It was nighttime, but not exactly peaceful. A military truck thundered past them and came to a stop at the crossroads, letting out evacuees. They were led to settle into a building by a troop of soldiers and someone from the City Affairs Bureau holding a notebook and wearing a white shirt.


  “How long do we have to stay here for?” asked one man.


  “Depends on how the situation resolves,” replied the soldier. 


  “I heard District Six is fine,” said another. “Do we know if it’s going to stay that way?”


  “We’ll know more once the Lighthouse puts out a report,” said the soldier. 


  “Then—” someone started, but the soldier cut them off.


  “Hurry up and follow me.”


  With a rustle of discordant footsteps, they entered the building. 


  Anzhe looked to the number on the upper right corner of the structure: Building 55. 


  Lu Feng didn’t stop, so neither did he. In another thirty yards was Building 56.


  56… 


  Something flickered in Anzhe’s heart. He looked at the number, then at the pitch-black doorway at the entrance to the building. It was very close to the quarantine zone. If the military was already settling people in Building 55, then 56 would be next.


  “You want to go in?” came Lu Feng’s voice.


  Anzhe shook his head. 


  Lu Feng’s tone was flat and unbothered. “Go on if you want.” 


  Anzhe simply stared at him. Maybe the Judge and the arbiters had been trained in telepathy. 


  “Let’s go, then,” said the Judge. 


  Lu Feng turned in the direction of Building 56. Anzhe walked at his side, pulling out an ID card from his pocket. The numbers read 3260563209, meaning Building 56, Block 3, Unit 209. 


  It wasn’t Anzhe’s room, nor did the ID card belong to him—it had belonged to Vance, the man who’d brought him to the Northern Base. A soldier had given the ID chip to Anzhe after Vance’s body had been taken away. He’d kept it on him ever since. 


  Anzhe tapped the card and unlocked the door. It still worked, which meant the Base hadn’t reappropriated the use of the room. He went inside and switched on the lights. It was a simple room, the blankets piled haphazardly on the bed, as if their owner had only just left. On the desk were a few household items: a cup, a box of cigarettes, and a lighter. This was Vance’s home. 


  It had been a month since his death. Anzhe thought of him sometimes; he’d never understood why Vance had chosen to come back to the Base despite knowing he could have been infected. Now, after witnessing so much death and terror, Anzhe felt like he could understand.


  Instinct compelled him to go to the Base for his spore despite the risk of death, and perhaps that wasn’t something humans could understand. Unlike the lifeforms that populated the wilderness, which were driven by instinct, humans were creatures often propelled by emotion. They could act in irrational ways for no apparent reason, and so long as Anzhe remembered that, inexplicable human behavior would cease to bother him. 


  With that thought, Anzhe laid the chip down onto the box of cigarettes. He knew Vance had liked to smoke. 


  Then he turned to leave. Lu Feng waited for him, leaning against the doorframe. His eyes landed on Anzhe like a falling snowflake, with a feeling somehow different from his usual chill. 


  “Is something wrong, sir?” Anzhe asked. 


  Lu Feng turned and walked out. “Subjectively speaking, I am finally convinced you are human.” 


  Anzhe followed in silence. Of course, the Judge had still suspected him of being inhuman this whole time, persistently, relentlessly. 


  When they made it back to the road, Lu Feng’s communicator went off. It was the Doctor. 


  “The infection detector has been incorporated into the judgment process outside the district, and the residents have settled for the most part. The Lighthouse can send five more tomorrow, but that still won’t be fast enough. Colonel, you might have to come back.” 


  “I know.” Lu Feng sounded unmoved. “I’ll return in the morning.”


  “Thank you. Get some rest tonight.” The Doctor paused. “What do we do now that Chief Howard’s dead? You’re the only colonel in the Outer City with executive power. The ones in the Affairs Bureau are all administration, they’re losing hair just working on emergency resource allocation.” 


  “The Judiciary Court will temporarily take over the City Defense Bureau and deploy all soldiers to rescue efforts,” Lu Feng replied. “When Judgment Day concludes, I hope the Lighthouse can assist us in devising a plan to reactivate the deterrence systems.”


  “Of course,” said the Doctor.


  Lu Feng hung up and dialed the Judiciary Court to impart his instructions. Anzhe perked his ears up to listen. The Judge spoke with his usual crisp brevity, his voice as cool and even as ever. So much had happened tonight, but Lu Feng remained the same. 


  Anzhe turned to look at his profile. Based on what the Doctor had said, he would have to return to the gate tomorrow—and Lu Feng knew as much himself. That young arbiter had told him the colonel faced things he couldn’t even imagine. Perhaps Lu Feng had already grown used to it. 


  His only unusual behavior all night was having turned and left his post.


  By the time the Judge had finished with his calls, they’d reached Building 117. Lu Feng seemed to know the way better than Anzhe himself; they made it to Unit 14 in moments. Under the lighting, everything in the room looked the same as usual—except for what was no longer leaning against the wall. However, there was no possible lifetime where Anzhe would have had the courage to ask where the doll had gone. 


  “Do you want to come in?” he asked. 


  “That’s okay,” said Lu Feng. “Get some rest.”


  Anzhe hesitated. “Then…where will you go?”


  Lu Feng frowned slightly, thinking it over. After a moment’s pause, he said, “I don’t know.” 


  The communicator screen showed the time as eleven o’clock at night. Anzhe counted, and realized it was possible the colonel had gone close to forty hours without sleep. 


  He knew the incident had come on abruptly; Lu Feng and Howard had needed to make most of the arrangements on the fly. They’d done their best to settle residents into District 6, but soldiers and the staff of the Judiciary Court and the Defense Bureau didn’t have offices or accommodations themselves yet, unless perhaps they’d been sent to the residential areas near the gate to spend the night. 


  It occurred to him that Lu Feng might not want to go back there right now. 


  Anzhe was very conflicted. His fingers curled and he pursed his lips. 


  “What’s wrong?” asked Lu Feng, his voice lower than usual. The hallway was dimly lit; perhaps that was why the lines of his face didn’t seem as sharply intimidating as they usually were.


  Anzhe braced himself. Even if only for his spore’s sake, he had to ingratiate himself with the Judge. 


  “If…if you don’t have anywhere else to go,” Anzhe said, looking up at Lu Feng, “you could stay here with me.”




  Chapter 24


   


  FOR A HUMAN, it was difficult to take back one’s words once they’d been spoken. And that was how they’d ended up in this situation.


  Anzhe stood in the fifth floor’s shared washroom facing the row of faucets atop the rusted sink, carefully brushing his teeth. He was familiar with human living habits as he copied them meticulously each day, but now he took even more caution, because next to him was the colonel. 


  After he was done, he put his things away just as carefully and turned to Lu Feng. 


  Lu Feng had just washed his face with cold water, and a few glittering droplets fell from his hair like melting snowflakes. Anzhe silently handed him a towel. 


  Lu Feng took it, simply saying, “Thanks.”


  “You’re welcome,” said Anzhe. 


  He was sure his behavior was unimpeachable by the standards of human etiquette. Sharing was common among humans. Anzhe offered his cup with the toothbrush in it to Lu Feng. 


  “Do you need it?” he said. “There’s only one.”


  Resources were scarce at the Base, and each resident’s allocations were limited. If additional items were needed, they had to be bought from the black market. Anzhe only had one cup and one toothbrush, and the black market no longer existed. There was nowhere to get more. 


  Lu Feng stared at him for a full five seconds before he moved. 


  Anzhe looked down. The dim yellow light in the washroom left a golden luster on the cup’s rim; Lu Feng wrapped his slender fingers around its porcelain handle and took it from Anzhe’s hold. His right hand, the one in which he held his gun, was lightly callused. When Anzhe let go, their skin brushed. 


  Lu Feng didn’t use his toothbrush; he merely filled the cup and rinsed his mouth with the liquid toothpaste, then took the cup with him as they walked back out. 


  It was past eleven at night. Typically, the Base would have cut power to the hallways and restroom by now, but since all of District 6 was now an emergency shelter, the limits on water and electricity were gone. With all the commotion, many people were still awake. There were others in the restroom still, washing either themselves or their clothes and sneaking looks at the two of them. Anzhe had noticed, and he was sure Lu Feng had noticed as well—but the colonel didn’t seem to care.


  Anzhe walked ahead. The floors in the bathroom were damp and splattered with water; he had to watch the ground as he walked to avoid the puddles. 


  At the door, somebody suddenly turned the corner and bumped into him. Anzhe looked up. 


  “You—” It was George. 


  Anzhe took a step back by reflex and collided with Lu Feng’s chest. He saw George open his mouth to say something—then freeze the moment his gaze flickered up. 


  Anzhe froze as well. George was standing in his way; he couldn’t move forward or step back. 


  At that moment, he felt a weight on his shoulder: Lu Feng’s hand. 


  George’s eyes widened further. Anzhe could almost see his pupils contracting—and then he lowered his head and stepped aside, almost deferentially, to give him space. Lu Feng’s hand tightened almost imperceptibly on Anzhe’s shoulder, only relaxing once they were through. 


  It only took moments. Anzhe’s heart was still pounding; he was tense all over, terrified that George would call him An Ze or talk about how differently he used to act within the Judge’s hearing. But George never said a word, even once they made it further down the hall. 


  Anzhe turned back to see the outline of George’s face. He stood to the side with his hands balled tight in the hem of his clothing, the corners of his mouth drawn. Realization dawned. Here, the Judge had the authority on who lived or died—which meant most of those in the Base, including George, didn’t dare say so much as a word to him. 


  They walked through the hallway back to his room. Lu Feng didn’t ask who George was, or what exactly had happened between them. Strictly speaking, aside from having let one another sleep in their rooms, Anzhe and Lu Feng were still strangers. 


  Afterward, Lu Feng sat down at Anzhe’s desk and filled out his work log. He wrote quickly, leaving a new line of text on the row marked 6.18. Judgment Day. Countless shot. 


  Anzhe watched him, once again wondering what use a notebook like this could possibly be. “You don’t write very much,” he said. 


  Lu Feng closed the book. “It’s just for basic records.” His tone was matter of fact. 


  “Oh,” said Anzhe. “I’m going to change.”


  Lu Feng hummed in response.


  Anzhe took off the day’s clothes. He owned only one very soft cotton pajama top. With that on, he burrowed into the blankets near the wall. Rooms in the Base only had single beds, but they had some space. There was even enough room for him to roll around on top of his. Anzhe assumed it was because the Base housed many soldiers, who were normally of the beefier type.


  As a result, once he lay down, there was still plenty of room on the bed for another person. 


  “I’m done.” He looked toward Lu Feng. 


  He realized Lu Feng was looking at the copy of the Guide to Supply Depot Recruitment.


  “You want to work at the supply depot?” asked Lu Feng.


  “Mn,” answered Anzhe. 


  Too bad it wasn’t likely to happen now, if the Outer City became overrun with bugs.


  “Go to the City Affairs Bureau tomorrow afternoon,” said Lu Feng. “There’s been more children born in the past few years. The Inner City is short on help and asked City Affairs to hire from the Outer sections.”


  He stood up, removing his coat and draping it over the back of his chair before approaching. Anzhe knew those green eyes were sizing him up again. “You might not be much use, but even you can take care of kids.”


  Anzhe wanted to argue that first part, but he realized he had nothing to say. Deeply embarrassed, he brought the blankets up over his head. 


  Lu Feng chuckled. The bed dipped as he lay down. 


  His chilling presence was very close. Anzhe could hear Lu Feng’s breathing. The day’s events seemed almost dreamlike. An aberration was about to share a bed with the Judge. 


  Anzhe peeked out from beneath the blanket, his voice very small. “So, do you still objectively suspect that I’m not human?”


  “You passed both genetic testing and the thirty-day observation period.” There was no expression on Lu Feng’s face. “You’re objectively human.”


  “What observation period?” 


  “Within thirty days of infection, the infected lose their capacity for rational thought,” said Lu Feng. “This outcome is virtually certain.” 


  “Then…are there aberrations who don’t lose their minds?” asked Anzhe. “Still aberrations, but they look and think like a human? Just with extra abilities that allow them to turn into other creatures.” 


  Anzhe knew he was an aberration, technically, but his own mind felt clear.


  “Do you think humans have particularly strong wills?” asked Lu Feng. Anzhe didn’t know how to answer, but thankfully Lu Feng didn’t wait for him to. “Human willpower hardly means anything at all. They’ve run a lot of experiments over at the Lighthouse. Human will cannot overcome an aberration’s survival instincts; instead, aberrations slowly absorb the human’s capacity for thought to support their own survival. Like the bugs today. The Lighthouse hasn’t released their report yet, but I have no doubt that this was a planned attack.”


  Anzhe’s eyes widened. It was the first time Lu Feng had said so much at once, and all of it had heavy implications. According to what he said, the unique mental strength of humans was helpless in the face of genetic infection—humans were fragile creatures. 


  “It could be possible.” Now that the Judge had deemed him objectively human, Anzhe felt much more at ease—at least enough to argue with the Judge. “If someone’s willpower was very strong…” 


  “It has nothing to do with willpower. There is no ‘if.’”


  Anzhe frowned, thinking about it seriously. “For example, if you were infected—” 


  Lu Feng covered him with the blankets, bundling him up against the wall. 


  “I would kill myself immediately. Go to sleep.” 


  Anzhe thought the colonel must be too tired to want to talk to him. He was very sleepy himself. Lu Feng might have gone forty-something hours without rest, but Anzhe had also only gotten an extra two or three hours in the early morning at Lu Feng’s place. He passed out almost as soon as he closed his eyes. 


  When he woke up, he had no idea what time it was. He sat up to find the room unchanged except for the faint ray of sunlight filtering in through a gap in the curtains, reminiscent of the faint light of the Abyss through layers of branches and leaves. The room was still dim even after he pulled open the curtains entirely; it was an overcast day. 


  He glanced at his communicator. It was eleven o’clock in the morning. 


  Suddenly, Anzhe realized he’d forgotten something very important. Shivering, he snapped wide awake and stared around the bed—he was the only one in it. The room was empty, too. 


  He noticed a sheet of paper on the desk with a ballpoint pen beside it. 


  Anzhe went and picked it up. It was the STOP THE TYRANNY OF THE JUDGE flyer, flipped over and written on in black ink. 


  Gone. 


  Call if you need me. 


  Lu


  For some reason, Anzhe smiled. Lu Feng’s messages were as brief as his logs. 


  He put down the paper and went to his closet, trying to choose his outfit for the City Affairs Bureau. He thought about it for a very long time before putting on a gray sweater. 


  Gray. Anzhe turned to look outside. 


  The sky and the light filtering through it were both grayish-white and gloomy. Dark clouds gathered in clumps and hung low over the buildings all the way to the end of the horizon. It looked like rain was coming. 


  It put Anzhe in a good mood. Mushrooms loved rain, after all. And then there was what Lu Feng had told him yesterday: Through the Affairs Bureau, he could go to the Inner City—where the Lighthouse was. He’d come one step closer to finding his spore. 


  He’d decided not to hold a grudge against Lu Feng for having dug it out in the first place.




  Chapter 25


   


  THE SPEAKER ATOP the telephone pole played a robotic announcement on loop. 


  “District Six faces no scarcity of resources at this time. Utilities will be provided as usual. The City Defense Bureau has ensured the complete coverage of the ultrasonic deterrence system.


  “The weather station forecasts overcast days with high chances of precipitation. Please close all doors and windows and stay inside if possible.


  “The City Affairs Bureau has opened the application process to all residents within the city. Anyone who fulfills the criteria—please seek out the City Affairs Bureau as soon as possible. The criteria are as follows…” 


  The female voice of the announcement was the only sound on the street other than Anzhe’s footsteps. After the breach, each of the districts had been crippled, and the city gates were sealed to prevent travel. The atmosphere was equally tense in District 6. The streets were deserted; only a few scattered flyers reading REPEAL THE JUDICIARY ACT were strewn on the ground, having been peeled off the walls by the wind. Further on, he noticed armored military trucks rolling by from time to time, all heading in the direction of the city gates. 


  The Base was split into eight districts, with the Deterrence Center, the Defense Bureau, and the Judiciary Court together responsible for security while the Affairs Bureau and the supply depots handled their administration. Like the Defense Bureau headquarters located in District 5, the Judiciary Court was set up at the city gates and the Deterrence Center lay in District 1. The Affairs Bureau was in District 6—and thank goodness for that, because that meant the Affairs Bureau hadn’t sustained any casualties and could maintain usual operations. It could even hire more staff. 


  The Affairs Bureau was in the central hub of District Six, in front of the train station and next to the watchtower. Its main building was a seven-story tower with a broad hall at its entrance. The weather had fully turned—even though it was noon, the skies were as gray as early evening. The heavy, dark clouds seemed ready to unleash a torrential downpour upon the buildings of the Affairs Bureau. 


  Anzhe walked into the hall to find the first humans he’d seen all day. There were at least five or six hundred people here, split into two long lines. All of them looked young. 


  The hiring criteria continued to play over the loudspeakers all the while. Anzhe heard it too: Ideal candidates were between eighteen and twenty-five years old, healthy and whole with no history of criminal acts or inciting speech. Anzhe had thought that over at length—though he’d been in jail, he concluded, Lu Feng had only ever given him a verbal charge. It might not have even been formally recorded into the system. 


  There were additional requirements beyond the basic criteria. Those applying for an administrative post must have completed three of the Base’s core courses, and nonadministrative posts required mercenaries to have amassed at least five thousand R in reward money. 


  Those two requirements filtered out most of the youths in the Base. George, for example, had chosen to train as a mercenary in his teens rather than study for the Base’s courses, but he hadn’t done very well in that role either. Even after all this time, he hadn’t yet made it to five thousand in compensation.


  Anzhe went inside and stood at the end of the administrative line. He might have been late, or perhaps it was because of the foul weather, but no one joined the line after him. 


  The person who had been at the end of the line before him turned at the sound of his footsteps. Their eyes met. Even Anzhe could sense the awkwardness between them. 


  After a second, Anzhe shifted his gaze to the wall, and the other young man quickly looked away as well. By mutual agreement—they knew each other. It was the boy who’d brought Anzhe to the protest when he’d first arrived at the Base, the one who’d called him a comrade. Just yesterday, outside the gate, he’d been in the crowd protesting the Judge and had even waved to Anzhe. 


  Meanwhile, Anzhe had been wearing the Judge’s coat, and ultimately left with him. 


  The young man clearly didn’t want to talk to Anzhe, nor did Anzhe want to interact with him. They lined up in silence. 


  The interviewer was a man wearing silver-rimmed glasses. He had a fine-featured but icy face, not at all the personable type. Oddly, the line seemed to move very quickly. Applicants were only asked a few perfunctory questions before they were led through a different corridor behind the great hall. Occasionally, people were asked to leave, but that was rare. 


  Hardly half an hour had passed before the line shortened to just a handful. Soon, the boy in front of him was up.


  But the interviewer gestured for him to stop and picked up his communicator. 


  “Please ask Colonel Lu to come by as soon as possible. In the next five minutes. We’re already making an exception by bringing them to the Inner City. The safety of the Inner City is paramount—there can be no mistakes. We need the Judge here.”


  “Inner City?” gasped the boy in front of Anzhe. “We’re going to the Inner City? I thought the City Affairs Bureau was the one hiring?” 


  “This isn’t the outcome we wanted,” the interviewer continued. “The sudden weather change wasn’t predicted; retaking the other deterrence systems will take some time. To ensure the safety of the Inner City, the Judge must evacuate with us. Humankind First. Please keep that in mind.”


  With that, he put down the communicator and glanced at the young man ahead of Anzhe.


  The boy put his ID chip on the sensor and his information popped up on the screen. 


  Name: Colin


  Age: 21


  ID: 3260070412


  The interviewer had a different screen in front of him. It probably contained more detailed information, thought Anzhe. 


  “I completed math, physics, and biology,” Colin offered. 


  The interviewer nodded slightly and handed him back the chip. “Head out to the right.” 


  Anzhe was next. After tapping his chip, he answered based on An Ze’s history: “I completed literature, language, and economics.”


  “Nice grades,” said the interviewer. 


  In the next moment, they heard the storm begin. 


  The interviewer shoved the chip back into his hand. “Hurry!” he urged. 


  Anzhe ran after Colin through the hallway on the right. It connected to a glass skybridge already splattered with rain, obscuring the outside world. They both hastened forward, only to see the bridge was connected to a train platform where a black-uniformed traffic conductor was standing. 


  “My dad doesn’t even know I came here yet!” cried Colin. “Are we going to the Inner City right now?”


  The conductor grabbed him by the arm and shoved him into the cabin. “Don’t waste time!” 


  Anzhe was stuffed in right after him. The train car was completely full. Colin desperately dialed his communicator, but no one answered. The two of them headed all the way through to the final cabin, where there were thankfully still some empty seats. 


  Anzhe sat down in the corner. The train ended behind him, so he could see the tracks being drenched by the downpour. Colin sat as far away from Anzhe as he could, still dialing all the while. “No,” he murmured. “There’s definitely something going on. I have to go back—”


  He was about to leap up from his seat, but then there was the sound of all the train doors sealing shut. 


  Colin slammed his fist on the door, which did nothing but draw the attention of a conductor. 


  “Sit down!” shouted the burly man. “You’ll be in the Inner City soon—don’t fuss!” 


  “My dad doesn’t know yet,” said Colin. “I can’t just leave. Are you keeping something from us?”


  The conductor was silent for a few beats. “Your dad will be happy for you.”


  Colin gasped in panic. “No, something’s not right…” He stammered, unable to articulate his concerns. All he could do was fumble with his communicator.


  Anzhe waited quietly in the corner. Five minutes later, there was the sound of train doors opening and closing, and snatches of conversation. About another ten minutes after that, the entire cabin went silent. 


  “The Judge is inspecting this one next,” someone in front of him whispered. 


  Two sets of footsteps followed, the clang of military boots distinct and recognizable. As the sound drew closer, Anzhe looked up—and met Lu Feng’s eyes. 


  “My goodness.” The young arbiter behind him was also looking at him. “We thought you didn’t make it, but you were in the last cabin the whole time.”


  “I’m…here.” Anzhe held Lu Feng’s gaze, slightly uneasy. “Did something happen?” he whispered. 


  It was the first time he’d seen that look in Lu Feng’s eyes. Even though he seemed no different from usual, his gaze wasn’t cold, but…heavy. 


  “No,” said Lu Feng. 


  “Status report?” came a voice from his communicator. 


  “Confirmed safe,” said Lu Feng. 


  “Received.” 


  Anzhe’s unease grew. He looked at Lu Feng, who looked back at him without a word. 


  At that moment, Colin’s hoarse, shaking voice broke in. “I figured it out… I know what happened.” He turned to look at the conductor. “The last deterrence system failed, didn’t it—didn’t it? I took physics. Ultrasonic waves are sound waves; they travel through a medium. The storm means the humidity, temperature, and barometric pressure have all changed—a change in the medium requires a recalibration of the frequencies, but, but—” He leaped up and grabbed the conductor’s arms, his eyes red and his whole body shaking. “But the Deterrence Center is offline, so there’s no way to calibrate, is there? The original frequency is useless in this storm, isn’t it?”


  There was a shrill scream from the cabin next to them. 


  Thud! went the glass behind Anzhe. 


  A black beetle had flown through the storm to slam against the window. Anzhe looked and saw six red eyes staring back at him. The insect was the size of a human skull and the length of an arm. It lingered on the glass for just a moment, then flew through the rain and rammed another window. 


  A thunderous pounding echoed throughout the entire train, then a sharp whistle. Anzhe looked through the window, where a ground-level conductor dressed in a neon uniform flung his arm to signal “go.” 


  With a rumbling and high-pitched ringing, followed by loud clanking sounds, the train began to move forward. 


  Colin let out a cry and fainted, the communicator still in his hand. 


  The conductor on the platform was suddenly swarmed by countless bugs of all sizes. Through the rain, they were just blurry silhouettes. In a matter of seconds, his body crumpled to the ground with a bloody splash. 


  The train picked up speed. It turned a corner, and the man’s body disappeared completely. 


  Anzhe watched it all, wide-eyed. He stood facing the rear window. 


  He saw black shadows. 


  Enormous black shadows—round, long, asymmetrical. Massive worms that stretched across the ground alongside scurrying, leaping shapes and insects with massive scythes. When did they get here? Anzhe wondered. Perhaps it had been when the rain started. 


  The cabin roof groaned. Cracks appeared on the outer layer of glass, but the inner sheets held. 


  The train sped up, shooting forward. Anzhe stared out at the city. 


  It wasn’t rain that poured from the sky now. The torrential downpour was water mixed with blood and something green: monsters, their torn limbs, and parts of human bodies. The windows kept out most of the sound, but he could still hear the wailing screams and the howling, as well as the sounds of people retching and talking anxiously from inside the cabin. The train had been stopped for ten minutes after the storm had started; Anzhe didn’t know what kind of slaughter had occurred around them in that time, but now he could imagine it. 


  How many would live, and how many would still die?


  Anzhe had no clue. He couldn’t see the entire city. 


  “The Base made plans for a worst-case scenario yesterday,” said the young arbiter. “Moving the young and able was one of our contingency plans, but we never could’ve imagined how soon we’d need to use it.” His voice was torn. “I’m sorry. If we’d had a few more days, the military might’ve been able to take back the Deterrence Center, but…” 


  But they had run out of time; nobody could know what would happen in the next second—Anzhe knew that was what he wanted to say. It was just like in the Abyss, where survival was always uncertain.


  He pressed his hand to the window. The glass was red now, coated with blood and flecked with bits of flesh. Anzhe stared outside, his breathing quickening. 


  Like that, the train sped out of District 6. The bloody water lightened as the rain rinsed the window clean once more. 


  In the Abyss, he’d seen monsters clash and tear into each other, be injured and die. But he’d never seen anything like this—this kind of one-sided slaughter, this instantaneous collapse. 


  The person in front of him whispered, voice shaking. “Everything’s…gone, just like that?”


  Just like that. 


  All it took was a little rain. 


  At the top of his view from the window, Anzhe saw a flock of black birds fly toward District 6. 


  It took a moment for him to realize their wings weren’t moving and their course was fixed and straight. They weren’t birds but man-made fighter jets—they’d come from the Inner City and were headed for District 6. In less than a minute, they arrived at the watchtower and stopped there, hovering. Perhaps the Inner City had sent reinforcements. 


  “Are they preparing to evacuate?” Anzhe asked. 


  “Monsters cannot be allowed to use human DNA,” said Lu Feng. 


  There was a hint of ice in Lu Feng’s calm voice. His boots clacked against the ground as he strode to the window and stood behind Anzhe. Anzhe could hear his breathing; they were so close together that Anzhe’s shoulder would meet Lu Feng’s chest with a single step backward. 


  He heard Lu Feng speak into his communicator. “Get ready.” 


  That was right. It was of great importance that human DNA not be used by monsters. When a human mutated, it meant the birth of an aberration with high intelligence. Because of that, whether at the Base or in the wild, all infected were immediately shot and their corpses incinerated. That must be why the Inner City had sent soldiers to rescue as many people as possible from the Outer City—to prevent more infections, thought Anzhe. He hummed to himself as he reached this conclusion. 


  The Poet and Mr. Shaw were both still out there. He hoped they could be rescued. 


  Anzhe heard the soft rustling of fabric. Lu Feng had lifted a hand, but Anzhe didn’t know what he meant to do with it, so he kept staring out in front of him. By now, the train had left the buildings behind and entered the vast buffer zone between the Outer City and the Inner City. The buildings of Districts 6, 7, and 8 shrank in Anzhe’s view until they were just a blur of gray shrubs in the rain. 


  There was a burst of blinding white light.


  Anzhe squinted in reflex, but the light still pierced his eyelids, turning his vision scarlet before darkness suddenly descended: Lu Feng had covered his eyes with his hand. 


  In the quiet darkness, Anzhe’s other senses magnified. Three seconds later, the train’s floorboards—the entire world—gently shook.


  The silver train sped along its tracks. Just as the last cabin crossed the boundary of the Outer City, a massive mushroom cloud bloomed over District 6.
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  Chapter 26


   


  THE TRAIN CONTINUED at high speed for another ten minutes, leaving the city completely behind. After Lu Feng retracted his hand, Anzhe could see a massive dark cloud hanging over the direction they’d come from. The fighter jets were on their way back, flying overhead with a thunderous noise before disappearing from view.


  Anzhe said nothing, simply staring quietly for a minute before returning to his seat.


  When he had boarded the train earlier, he’d been thinking about how to tell Mr. Shaw where he’d gone once communications were restored. Now it seemed he wouldn’t need to.


  Cupping his cheek in his hand, Anzhe gazed out the window. He could see a black figure in his peripheral vision. Lu Feng sat down one seat away from him, and the young arbiter trailing him also took a seat nearby.


  “Colonel, a report from the Judiciary Court,” he said. “Twenty-one of our members have been evacuated with nine casualties, and four infected and executed on the spot.”


  “And the City Defense Bureau?” asked Lu Feng.


  “No information yet.”


  They fell silent. Anzhe looked out the window the whole time, though there was nothing to see out there. Through the misty drizzle, all he could make out was barren concrete.


  They were still in the buffer zone: the vast stretch of barren concrete that stood between the Inner and Outer City, and between neighbor­ing districts as well. It was completely flat, and had been built for the express purpose of buying time for the military to retreat in case of aberrant invasions or large-scale warfare. This measure prevented monsters from storming directly into densely populated residential areas.


  After a while, noise began to break out in the train carriage. First, Colin came back to consciousness; he picked himself up in the aisle and returned to his original seat. Pale, he put his head down and took a pair of black-rimmed glasses from his pocket, wiping them repeatedly with the hem of his shirt. He didn’t open his mouth again. In that moment, Anzhe felt that the young man had become a different person from the one he’d first met.


  He turned to glance at Lu Feng, who happened to pull his gaze from Colin’s direction to look back at him.


  As their eyes met, Anzhe nervously clutched at his own shirt, but Lu Feng merely swept his gaze over him impassively before looking away. Anzhe found this Lu Feng distant, even though they’d slept in the same bed only the night before.


  After thinking for a moment, Anzhe decided to ask, “What will happen now?”


  “Based on the courses you took, you might end up teaching kids to read,” said Lu Feng.


  “What about you?”


  “I’ll do whatever the Inner City commands.”


  Anzhe gathered his courage. “Will you go to the Lighthouse?” he asked. He knew that was probably where his spore was.


  Lu Feng glanced at him. Anzhe realized he was being looked at like he was an idiot. “I’m military,” said Lu Feng. “Our next task is to recover the Deterrence Center.”


  “Oh,” said Anzhe. “Then…good luck,” he added in a quiet voice.


  Lu Feng studied him in silence for a few seconds before replying, “Thank you.”


  They said nothing more after that. Anzhe got the feeling that the colonel wasn’t really in a talkative mood. Another quarter of an hour later, the train arrived at the station, and Lu Feng stood up to walk to the front. An announcement was played overhead: “Attention passengers—to ensure the safety of the Inner City, please line up for secondary examination.”


  The people in the carriage formed a line, and Anzhe and Colin joined at the back. The secondary examination was a DNA test processed by a machine. The technician operating the machine was that same young scientist with blond hair and blue eyes, wearing his white lab coat. After Anzhe and Colin each had a tube of blood taken, the scientist turned on the machine and told them to wait for five minutes.


  Standing to the side, Anzhe obediently held the cotton swab against his skin where he’d been pricked by the needle. The Doctor smiled at him. “It’s you again.”


  “Hello,” said Anzhe.


  “You know, everyone at the center was stunned the Judge would bring someone in for DNA testing.”


  “He believes I’m human now.”


  “He might’ve just been trying to pick on you.” The Doctor shrugged. “You know how it is with the Judiciary Court. None of them are exactly normal.”


  “He seems okay,” said Anzhe.


  The Doctor looked at him, impressed. “You’re the first person I’ve ever met who’s tried to defend Colonel Lu.” His gaze fell on Anzhe’s left arm. “Did you get hurt?”


  Only then did Anzhe notice that his sleeve had ridden up, exposing the edge of the bandage around his left arm. He hummed in confirmation.


  “You need to change the dressing.” The Doctor picked up the medical kit beside him and took out a roll of fresh bandages. “I’ll do it for you.”


  The scientist seemed like a kind, amiable person. Anzhe said quietly, “Thank you.”


  “This is a pretty good knot,” the scientist said in passing as he unwrapped the old bandage from around Anzhe’s arm.


  Anzhe pondered for a moment, but decided not to tell the Doctor that it was Lu Feng’s handiwork so as not to stun the whole testing center a second time. They seemed to think that Lu Feng was some villain with no sense of morality.


  He frowned slightly as this thought emerged. At that moment, he understood why Lu Feng didn’t like talking to people. It seemed to be an inescapable part of the job.


  Colin’s voice pulled him from his thoughts. “Doctor.”


  The scientist finished wrapping the bandage around Anzhe’s arm and turned to Colin. “Hm?”


  “Since the Outer City has completely fallen, there’s no longer any reason for the Judiciary Court to exist,” said Colin. “Now can we know the basis behind the Judiciary Court’s judgments?”


  Colin is a firm dissident through and through, Anzhe thought.


  “Why do you want to know?” The scientist leaned against the machine and studied him. “Did you have family or friends who died by Lu Feng’s hand?”


  “My mother,” said Colin. “She didn’t leave the armored truck once during her whole trip to the wilderness.”


  “Mutated micro-organisms might be rare, but they do exist.”


  “There was nothing unusual in her appearance or behavior.”


  “There are also many cases of infections that don’t present as unusual, superficially,” said the scientist mildly.


  Colin raised his voice. “But he murdered her just like that, without any justification!”


  “And? If everyone’s family members received a formal explanation from the Judiciary Court and the testing center, we’d have no time to keep the gates secure.”


  “But things are different now. You have time.” Colin fixed his gaze on him. “So can you tell us now?”


  Looking back, the scientist smiled. “You’re right—it’s different now,” he said quietly. “You’re part of the Inner City.”


  He lifted his gaze and said nonchalantly, “You demand to know on what basis they make their judgments. But I ask you this: What is the basis for infection? Does it really happen the way you think, with exposure to a virus that then slowly spreads throughout the body?”


  “What else can it be?” said Colin.


  “That’s where you’re wrong.” The scientist tilted his head back and gazed up at the sky. “The moment infection occurs, your genetic material—all DNA structure in your body—changes instantaneously. The instant someone is infected, their fate is sealed.”


  “No way,” said Colin. “I took biology. A virus needs time to spread. There’s an incubation period—”


  The scientist cut him off. “Next, the modified structure of the DNA will affect how the RNA is formed, which in turn changes how proteins are folded. That’s when the physiological properties of a human begin to change. All of this happens in an incredibly short span of time. Your skin, your face, your mannerisms, the way you move, the way you think, your ability to communicate…all of that changes. All the training an arbiter goes through before they can officially take up their post is to this end—to be able to discern these subtle differences with the naked eye.” He chuckled before continuing. “When they achieve eighty percent accuracy, they’re ready to graduate and go on the job. Do you really think your superficial observations of human behavior can compare to over a decade of specialized training?”


  “Eighty percent.” Colin abruptly looked up. “Meaning not even the Judiciary Court can identify aberrations from humans with perfect accuracy—they are in fact conducting mass killings to ensure no false negatives pass through. Is that right?”


  The scientist looked at him. “I regret to inform you that Lu Feng achieved a one hundred percent accuracy rate during his training—a flawless record.”


  Colin was dumbstruck. He stood stiffly in place for a few seconds. “That’s…not possible.”


  “It might sound impossible, but I’ll ask you not to judge the upper limits of someone’s ability with mediocrity as your benchmark.” The scientist’s tone carried little emotion. Though he spoke to Colin, his eyes were on Anzhe. “At least, in situations where his judgments could be verified, he’s never missed once. The testing center works closely with the Judiciary Court, and I’ve seen the results of his assessments firsthand. The Judge received a full score in every benchmark. Though that might not be the reason for his record. He seems to have an innate talent for it, an instinct. Back when they discovered this gift of his, the testing center drew vials of blood from him every month. Unfortunately, they found nothing significant.”


  “But…” Colin’s brows were tightly knitted. “That’s unscientific. Science cannot rely on instinct. And what you just said about the mode of infection is also ridiculous—”


  He was cut off by a short beep. A light on the machine turned green.


  “Here are your new ID cards and communicators. Get on the shuttle. The Inner City will assign you new residences.” The scientist handed them each a communicator and a blue chip card. “Further instructions will be relayed to you via your communicator.”


  Colin took everything from him. “But—”


  “I know it goes against the principles of biology, but that’s what’s scary about the times we’re living in.” The scientist looked directly at Colin, his clear blue eyes as cold as frost as he said slowly, “We’re discovering that humanity’s understanding of ‘science’ means absolutely nothing.”




  Chapter 27


   


  “HUMAN SCIENTIFIC UNDERSTANDING is like mountain climbing, except we lost our footing a hundred years ago.” The scientist smiled thinly. “Just like how we don’t understand why the geomagnetic field suddenly disappeared—and has never returned.”


  That seemed to be all he had to say. “You should go now.”


  Colin lowered his head and walked off toward the shuttle. Anzhe bade the Doctor goodbye before boarding the bus too. He didn’t know where Lu Feng was; he saw no sign of him anywhere. In fairness, he was a busy man, and besides, he didn’t seem to want to talk to Anzhe today.


  After confirming the last passengers had boarded, the shuttle bus moved out of the station along the tracks. It was the last shuttle, and crammed full with nearly a hundred people. The terminal was inside a building, so none of them could see what it was like outside. It wasn’t until minutes later that the bus emerged from a stretch of tunnel, assailing them with the sound of rain and the bright daylight, and a chorus of quiet exhales rose up all throughout the bus.


  Anzhe looked past the crowd and out of the window. He could see another expanse of buffer zone, but just beyond it, rising out of the ground, were countless towering buildings covered in gray-blue glass, glittering and resplendent.


  His eyes widened. 


  A month ago, when he first came to the human base, he’d marveled at the glory of human architecture. The buildings of the Outer City had been shockingly lofty and imposing, taller even than most giant mushrooms—but Anzhe had only been a mushroom himself, who hadn’t seen much of the world, at the time. 


  Things were different now. Now that he was used to the size of the buildings in the Outer City, Anzhe once again felt like behemoths were looming over him. Most of the residential buildings in the Outer City were ten stories high, but the buildings here dwarfed them by far. He only managed to count thirty floors before the building he’d been looking at receded from his line of sight, and he’d only gotten a little over halfway.


  In addition to their height, they were densely packed and arranged in complicated grids, blending into each other in Anzhe’s eyes. The rain eventually subsided—summer rainstorms tended to pass quickly. Rays of golden sunlight peeked through layers of clouds, gilding the glass panels atop the high towers.


  Anzhe had heard the story of how the Base came to be from the Poet. It had started simply with the diminishing and disappearance of the geomagnetic field. The humans, seeking a solution for the problem, built two magnetic field generators. The Northern Base’s Inner City was the guardian of one of them.


  It was only later, when mutations were discovered in bacteria, plants, and animals, that humans began to converge and isolate themselves. That was when the rest of the Northern Base was developed. As such, the Inner City had been constructed before the Outer City, back in the days when the magnetic field generator and the Inner City were the peak of human technology and construction. That was before everything else had happened.


  It had all gone downhill after that.


  A robotic voice sounded with an advisory. “Attention passengers—due to resource scarcity in the Inner City, the affiliated residential compounds of the Lighthouse and Eden are at full capacity. As a temporary measure, you will be placed in the affiliated residential compounds of the military. Please look to your ID numbers for your assigned address and await further instructions.”


  Anzhe took out his newly received ID card. It bore a different number from the one he’d had before—3124043702. “3” stood for the human base and “1” stood for the Inner City, while the remaining digits pointed out his specific living address.


  As the people on the bus began to talk among themselves, they realized that they’d all been assigned very far from one another. 


  “I know why,” someone said. “It’s not dangerous to work at Eden or the Lighthouse—nobody ever dies there, which is why their housing compounds are at capacity. But the military is always losing people, so they’ve got plenty of vacancies.”


  The others all expressed hearty concurrence with this theory. Soon, the shuttle came to a stop and let them off. Anzhe was headed to Building 24, Block 4 along with a few others. They walked in together and tried awkwardly to operate the elevator, something they didn’t have in the Outer City.


  Colin ended up alighting on the thirty-sixth floor, while Anzhe got off by himself on the thirty-seventh. There were no other buttons above 37—it was the top floor. Two doors faced each other across the landing, each sealed with a white strip of paper. Anzhe ripped off the one covering Unit 2 and tapped his card to enter.


  It was clear at once that the living quarters in the Inner City were much bigger than those in the Outer City. Unit 2 was a suite with a living room and a bedroom—it even had its own kitchen and bathroom. The living room was furnished with a simple coffee table and a small, gray sofa, and on the wall opposite the sofa hung a black square. The material and texture of the square reminded Anzhe of the tablet he used to play with in Mr. Shaw’s workshop, so he stepped closer and pressed the button at the bottom.


  “…moved safely into the Inner City. Emergency defensive protocols are now in effect. According to Central Command, the Base will be entering a period of consolidation that is expected to last five to ten years, until the next generation reaches maturity. The Lighthouse currently speculates that the creatures in the wild have developed highly intelligent mutations. The most recent insect invasion was a collective action, conducted by insect-type creatures during their breeding period. To minimize the danger of leaking genetic data, the Lighthouse advises Central Command to practice caution when dispatching soldiers to the wild. It also advises to shift focus to resource production and the development of military supplies in service of seeking potential solutions to our current predicament. Now, we switch over to Mr. Chen, a researcher at the Lighthouse.”


  The screen changed, and the suited anchor was replaced by a middle-aged man wearing a white lab coat and a grim expression.


  “As we all know, arthropods do not have a survival advantage in high-risk environments. During breeding season, they need the flesh of nutrient-rich, genetically superior mammals to serve as hosts for their eggs. Reproduction is the top priority of any species, and to that end, there’s nothing they won’t do. We think this is why they joined together in a coordinated attack on a human base. As to how these monsters developed the intelligent collective consciousness to plan this attack—I’m afraid there’s a chance some individuals among them have absorbed human DNA.”


  “What would you like to tell the public regarding this situation?” asked the anchor.


  “It is no doubt unfortunate to lose the entire Outer City, but in the end, we managed to prevent more human DNA from falling into enemy hands and we didn’t leave the monsters any opportunities for reproduction—that is a victory,” said the scientist. “What I’d like to tell everyone is this: There is no need for concern about the safety of the Inner City at this time. This city is the pinnacle of human technology. Security here is such that it could never be infiltrated by creatures from outside. And there’s no need to feel anxious about the future of our species. We’re making substantial improvements in reproductive technology. In recent years, there’s been a surge in the number of births in Eden. The Base is entering a period of population expansion. We have a bright future ahead of us…”


  The researcher went on and on, mostly placating the residents of the Inner City. When he finished, the anchor reached out to another speaker—a member of the military this time—inviting him to give an update on their recent work out in the wild.


  The news broadcast in the Inner City contained much more detail than the monotonous radio announcements in the Outer City. Anzhe was captivated. Only when the news came to an end and the screen became a dull gray, playing meaningless music, did he turn it off.


  It was evening, and looking out from his bedroom window, Anzhe could see the first of the stars in the sky. In the distance stood the massive black shadow of what looked like an immense cylinder, so big that it took up a quarter of Anzhe’s field of vision. It was even taller than the other buildings, standing quietly in the dark like some giant beast lying dormant in the center of the city. The thin light of the aurora swirled around it, surging and changing every second. Anzhe figured this had to be the magnetic field generator he’d heard so much about.


  He stood there watching for some time before he left his suite to get some dinner. The Inner City was like the Outer City in this regard, with canteens set up on certain floors. When he left his suite, he noticed the seals taped over the door across the landing from him had been ripped off.


  Anzhe wasn’t interested in when his neighbor had returned or what kind of person they were. The day had begun with an explosion, and Anzhe didn’t care for noise. He was going to end it on a quiet note.


  Just like he wanted, Anzhe had a peaceful night. The next morning, he received a memo on his communicator instructing all civilian staff who’d recently transferred from the Outer City to gather outside the doors of Eden. 


  Anzhe had looked over the map of the Inner City and reread The Base Handbook. He knew the city was inhabited by a hundred thousand permanent residents, of whom 70 percent were in the military, with the other 30 percent made up of researchers and various other civilian staff. The outer parts of the Inner City was home to the military supply zone, military training ground, hangars and runways, the rail station, and various residential areas. The center was the core of the city, and was composed of three major institutions.


  There was Central Command, which belonged to the military; it was responsible for managing military personnel and supplies. Then there was the research center, which functioned as its name implied. It was commonly referred to as the Lighthouse, after its stylized emblem. Central Command and the Lighthouse each had their own towering building, which connected to each other via a skybridge. Together, they were called the Gemini towers.


  The third one had a rather long name. It was the Center for Cultivation, Development, and Education, and had two functions: to provide food and nutrients for the Base—Anzhe thought this might be where humans grew potatoes—and to grow more human younglings. Infants grew and received basic education here. Since its name was a bit of a mouthful, people simply called it Eden.


  Eden was to be Anzhe’s place of work.


  He gazed out at the Gemini towers in the distance, then back at Eden. He was actually a little excited, since he’d never seen a human youngling before. His own spore was a small, fluffy, white blob; he wondered whether human younglings were also like this.


  Would taking care of young humans be good experience for taking care of his own young in the future?


  …Probably not.




  Chapter 28


   


  “DO NOT GO gentle into that good night…”


  Anzhe and Colin entered through a long, narrow, completely white corridor. The voices of children reading aloud in unison rang out from a nearby room, echoing faintly through the hallways.


  They were on the sixth floor of Eden. The one leading them was a man of about thirty named Lin Zuo. He dressed like a well-mannered gentleman in a white button-down shirt and wore a pair of thin gold-rimmed glasses. 


  Lin Zuo took the two of them into the office. “It’s lovely here, isn’t it?”


  “Very nice,” said Colin.


  “The Inner City does have better facilities than the Outer City,” said Lin Zuo.


  Anzhe felt it keenly. When he lived in the Outer City, he’d never imagined there could be structures as massive as Eden. Not including the office, there were ten rooms in total along the corridor. Five were classrooms, and the other five were children’s dormitories, filled with rows and rows of small beds. Each room could sleep one hundred children. According to Lin Zuo, there were ten such corridors on this floor, and children were grouped in age by floor. All told, there were four thousand human offspring nearly six years of age living on this floor.


  “Before, the kids would be sent to the Outer City for adoption when they turned six,” Lin Zuo explained. “Now that the Outer City has fallen, the responsibility of providing for them beyond that age falls to the Inner City. We’re shorthanded, so we’re glad to have you. We don’t assign children below six to newcomers, so you will take care of this batch once they age up.”


  “All right,” said Anzhe.


  “They haven’t come out with a curriculum for the next phase yet, so you two can just follow me around and familiarize yourself with the process. How does that sound?”


  Colin hummed in agreement.


  Lin Zuo gave a little smile, then pulled out some binders from the shelf. “Here are the teaching materials and shift schedules. You guys can take a look and ask me if you have any questions.”


  Anzhe accepted one and looked through it. There were two subjects taught here: language and literature, and mathematics and logic. Anzhe held the binder for language and literature. By age six, children could grasp basic spelling and grammar, so their books contained short fables and simple poems. An Ze had been familiar with all these things, so Anzhe didn’t find any words he couldn’t pronounce or vocabulary he didn’t recognize.


  After they’d leafed through all the teaching material, it was time to sit in on a class. Anzhe moved a desk and a chair into the back corner of a classroom and sat, holding a copy of the children’s seating plan. In addition to listening in, Lin Zuo had tasked him with observing the students’ behavior and performance during class. He was to give points to children who took the initiative to ask or answer questions and dock points from children who were distracted or talked to each other during class.


  When Anzhe first walked in, the young humans all turned to look at him in unison. They all had incredibly soft skin and bright, innocent eyes. With their uniform white blouses and black shorts and similar short haircuts, it was hard to distinguish the boys from the girls at a glance. They whispered among themselves for a moment, studying Anzhe, who simply smiled back at them.


  A few of the younglings smiled back at him. One of them blinked, their long eyelashes fluttering. “Are you a new teacher?”


  “Yes,” Anzhe replied.


  “Wow,” whispered another. “You’re so pretty.”


  “Thank you,” said Anzhe.


  “You’re welcome,” said the youngling.


  Another asked, “What’s your name?” 


  “An Ze,” he said.


  Chittering, the children began to introduce themselves.


  “My name is Bainan.”


  “I’m Jisha.”


  “And I’m Ducheng.”


  Naturally, some were indifferent, like one in the corner who only glanced at Anzhe before turning back to face the front. And the clamor around Anzhe didn’t last very long, as Lin Zuo soon walked in.


  The younglings quickly dispersed from around Anzhe and returned to their seats. Lin Zuo looked around, confirmed that everyone was present, then started class.


  The subject was the poem Anzhe had heard them reading aloud in the corridor earlier. It was also the last poem in the book, so it was a bit more complex than their lessons before this.


  The younglings first recited the poem aloud from beginning to end:


  “Do not go gentle into that good night,


  Old age should burn and rave at close of day;


  Rage, rage against the dying of the light.


  Though wise men at their end know dark is right,


  Because their words had forked no lightning they


  Do not go gentle into that good night.”


  …


  After they’d all read through the poem together, Lin Zuo stood at the front of the room and asked, “Is there anything you don’t understand?”


  One child raised his hand. Anzhe looked at the seating chart and saw that this was the one who’d introduced himself as Bainan.


  “I don’t understand any of it,” said the youngling Bainan. The other children all started laughing.


  “Please limit the scope of your question,” said Lin Zuo.


  “Then…the first line, I guess.” Bainan scratched his head and asked hesitantly, “Why can’t we walk gently into the night?”


  According to the rules he’d been given, Anzhe added one point on the chart for Bainan, then glanced at Lin Zuo to await his answer.


  Anzhe didn’t know the answer to Bainan’s question either. In the Abyss, as in the human base, he’d witnessed countless daybreaks be overtaken by nightfall. Every evening descended upon the earth that way, gently inescapable.


  Lin Zuo’s gaze swept over them as he pressed his lips into a thin line, slightly curved but solemn. “This is the last work you will be learning this year. It carries special significance compared to all the works you’ve read before this, though it might be a little difficult to understand.”


  He turned around and wrote on the whiteboard the line “Do not go gentle into that good night,” then turned back to face the children sitting before him.


  “This is a poem made up of metaphor and symbolism,” said Lin Zuo. “When you read ‘Do not go gentle into that good night,’ what it really means is ‘Do not passively submit to extinction.’”


  Anzhe’s eyes widened slightly. He copied this down in his notebook.


  From there, Lin Zuo began to explain the poem line by line, and Anzhe dutifully took notes. After the lecture, the younglings recited the poem once more from the beginning. 


  “…there on that sad height,


  Curse, bless, me now with your fierce tears, I pray.


  Do not go gentle into that good night…”


  The tip of Anzhe’s pen paused for a moment as he looked out of the bright window. Not far in the distance, the Gemini towers bathed in the brilliance of the sun; the city spread beneath them, its edges fading into the cerulean horizon. This city had yet to step into that good night.


  When classes came to an end, Lin Zuo ended the day and handed the children off to Anzhe and Colin. They accompanied the children to dinner along with the guidance counselor, then gathered everyone in the dormitory to watch the daily news broadcast. To help build their relationship with the younglings, Anzhe had to answer any questions or confusion they had about the news. His workday only ended after the broadcast was concluded.


  With their bellies full, the younglings were full of energy to match; they played, shouted, talked, and laughed in the corridor. Anzhe thought they sounded like ten thousand mosquitoes screaming in his ears, but he indulged these human cubs. Even in the Abyss, beasts and monsters treated their own younglings gently—although that never extended to the young of other creatures. 


  When the news began, the counselor brought out a scoreboard. As soon as the younglings saw it, they quieted and formed a circle around the large projection screen, with Anzhe sitting in the middle of them. His eyes were fixed on the screen when he felt something touch his finger. He looked down and saw that the child named Bainan had sat beside him and looped a finger around his.


  Anzhe hadn’t had much physical contact with humans before. The most memorable instance was when he’d bumped into Lu Feng and knocked his head painfully against the badge on Lu Feng’s chest. Unlike Lu Feng, the children’s hands were soft. Soft like a spore. When the human youngling quietly sat by his side, it reminded Anzhe of his spore residing within his body. The memory brought him a feeling of peace. He reached out and rubbed Bainan’s head.


  Bainan shifted a little closer until he was leaning right on Anzhe, hugging his arm. At the same time, the youngling named Jisha also squeezed closer. This one looked vaguely like a girl. Soon the whole crowd of younglings wriggled close to him. Nearby, Colin was receiving plenty of affection of his own. It seemed the desire for physical contact with adults was a natural tendency for younglings of any species.


  Yet there was still one isolated child in his original spot, sitting with his legs crossed and unbothered by the commotion. Anzhe remembered his name—Sinan. This boy hadn’t asked questions during class either. When Sinan met his eyes, Anzhe gave him a smile. Sinan looked away evasively, directing his eyes to the big screen.


  The news was starting.


  “After the bombardment of District Six, the number of mutated creatures in the Outer City has visibly decreased. Squadron number two set out at six o’clock this morning, landing in District One to provide aid to the Outer City. Colonel Lu Feng of the Judiciary Court will oversee the remaining squads operating to retake the Deterrence Center…”


  Anzhe startled at the familiar name. He hadn’t seen Lu Feng since he’d arrived at the Inner City. So he went back out there again…


  “Whoa, it’s the Judge,” Bainan whispered.


  “He’s so scary,” said Jisha.


  “What’s wrong?” Anzhe asked them.


  “The news is always talking about all the people the Judge has executed,” said Bainan.


  “And he keeps going to the Abyss,” added Jisha. “The Abyss is so scary.”


  Anzhe rubbed her head. “You don’t need to be scared.” Jisha scrunched up her nose. “You’re human. The Judge will protect you,” Anzhe tried, but Jisha kept on scrunching her nose.


  “Have you ever met the Judge?” asked Bainan.


  Just then, the anchor’s voice said, “Next, let’s hear from our correspondent on the ground.”


  The scene changed to the reporter interviewing a military officer dressed in all black. The moment the figure appeared on screen, Anzhe thought it was Lu Feng, but he realized his mistake the very next second: It was the young arbiter who was always at Lu Feng’s side. A section on the screen displayed his name: Seran.


  Anzhe quietly answered Bainan. “I have.”


  “Then what’s he look like?” asked Bainan. “He never shows his face in the news.”


  Jisha piped up, “Does he look scary?”


  The younglings all looked over at Anzhe, the topic apparently having piqued their interest.


  “He…” Anzhe recalled Lu Feng’s appearance, trying to make an assessment based on human standards of beauty. “He is a little scary, but he’s also very good-looking.”


  “What does he look like?”


  The younglings’ questions only became more complicated; Anzhe didn’t know how to describe it to them. As he thought long and hard about the question, he suddenly recalled the color of Lu Feng’s eyes: a deep, cold green, like the color of the aurora in the sky.


  “He looks…like the aurora,” Anzhe said. Confusion colored the younglings’ faces.


  Anzhe looked up to see the guidance counselor giving him a big thumbs-up. “As expected of a language and literature instructor,” said the counselor.


  Unsure whether it was meant as a critique or a compliment, Anzhe merely gave him a little smile.


  The days went by uneventfully in the Inner City. Before Anzhe knew it, nearly a month had passed.


  Life in Eden was calm. Nothing more dramatic ever happened than the younglings occasionally getting into fights with each other. A few times, Anzhe had walked to the foot of the Gemini towers, but he couldn’t get in without the appropriate access card. If he wanted to find his spore, he first had to find where exactly in the Lighthouse it was located, and then he would have to find a way in. For now, that knowledge was far beyond his reach.


  Meanwhile, the information relayed over the news was increasingly uplifting for human morale. Ten days ago, Colonel Lu had led his team deep into the heart of the Deterrence Center and devised a detailed plan of action. The news emphasized the Judiciary Court’s considerable experience with mutated creatures due to their regular training incursions into the Abyss.


  Five days ago, the military had officially reclaimed the Deterrence Center, cleared any remaining monsters, and conducted a large-scale decontamination and disinfection of the premises. The Lighthouse had then sent in their teams to begin the process of recovering damaged equipment. 


  On this day, Anzhe had been planning to stay in Eden to listen to the news as usual, but Lin Zuo had the night shift, so he left work early.


  At six o’clock on a summer evening, it was still bright out, with only a faint tinge of gray-blue creeping up the western horizon. Anzhe tapped his card, and the glass doors of Eden slid open. As he walked out of the building, Colin walked out alongside him, having also been released early.


  Since most people in the city were still at work, there were few outside. Anzhe took a shortcut to the shuttle station, weaving between smaller alleyways. He and Colin had nothing to say to each other, so even though they took the same path, they kept a good distance between them.


  All was quiet in the world, but just as Anzhe was about to cross a narrow street and step onto a wider road, he heard a smattering of hurried footsteps approach from behind him. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw a white figure flit past. The figure was short; Anzhe focused his gaze and saw that it was a little girl—he was sure of it.


  All the children in his class, boys and girls, had similar features and outfits and were largely indistinguishable. But although this child was around the same age, there was no doubt that she was a girl. Her figure, clothed in a white chiffon dress, was remarkably slim, and her shoulder-length black hair was worn loose.


  She sprinted right for an open road with cars speeding past. 


  “Careful!” Anzhe called out.


  The girl came to a sudden stop just as a car zoomed by in front of her, apparently startled. Panting heavily, she turned and looked at Anzhe with frightened eyes.


  “Do you need help?” asked Anzhe. “Are you from Eden?” 


  As soon as the words left his mouth, the girl tensed even more. She whipped her head around and ran straight for the busy road ahead.


  Anzhe chased after her.


  Just then, a black figure dashed from a nearby intersection and blocked the girl’s path. With agile efficiency, the person bent down, scooped her up, and took a few steps back. The girl squirmed in futility. 


  Anzhe stood there speechlessly, having just caught up.


  “…Hello,” he said, as their eyes met.


  “Hello,” said Lu Feng.


  Anzhe wanted to ask whether he’d finished reclaiming the Deterrence Center, but he had something more important to say—something he’d been ruminating over the whole month.


  Lu Feng hadn’t been in a good mood that day on the train, though he never seemed to be in a good mood regardless. But Anzhe had figured out why: It was rare that anyone viewed the colonel without some kind of bias.


  Now, given the way the colonel had just risked his life by stepping into a dangerous road to save a little girl, Anzhe thought he couldn’t be more right.


  “Colonel,” he said.


  Lu Feng raised his brow slightly. “What’s wrong?”


  The girl was still squirming in his arms. Her eyes were unfocused, her hair a mess, and something about her seemed not quite right. Lu Feng patted her back awkwardly as if he’d never had to comfort a child before, but at least the thought was there.


  Anzhe felt his theory proven once again. He looked between the little girl and Lu Feng before saying with utmost sincerity, “You’re a good person, sir.”


  The colonel raised his eyebrows even further. A smile seemed to tug at the corner of his lips—sardonic, as if he’d just heard Anzhe speak an obvious lie. With one hand still holding the girl, he picked up his communicator and said into it, “Corner of Seventh Street. Target apprehended.”


  He glanced briefly back at Anzhe.


  Anzhe was stunned.




  Chapter 29


   


  ANZHE STOOD ROOTED to the spot. The evening breeze lifted the ends of his hair.


  He watched as a silver car marked with Eden’s logo swerved around the corner and stopped in front of them. A man in a white uniform got out in a hurry and took the little girl from Lu Feng’s arms. “Thank you for your assistance.”


  “Be more careful in the future,” Lu Feng said simply.


  “This was a fluke.” The man got back into the car, and without another word, closed the door and drove off in the direction of Eden.


  Lu Feng turned back to Anzhe, who could feel himself getting upset. 


  Looking at him, Lu Feng repeated impassively, “I’m a good person?”


  Anzhe finally found the right words to describe how he felt: like Lu Feng had played with his feelings, if mushrooms had such things. He had no interest in talking to this man, so he walked past Lu Feng to continue onto the road. He’d only made it a few steps before a hand grabbed his shoulder and held him in place.


  “I need directions,” said Lu Feng. “I don’t know how to get back to the residential area.”


  Anzhe was perplexed. “Don’t you know your way?”


  “It’s been years since I was last here,” said Lu Feng.


  Anzhe pondered for a moment and realized it made sense: The colonel was always either out in the Abyss or standing guard at the city gates. It might have been more than seven years since he’d been to the Inner City. Anzhe, on the other hand, had lived here for a month already, so he was very familiar with the way back.


  “Where do you live?” he asked.


  Lu Feng took a moment to think, then pulled a blue ID card from his chest pocket and handed it to him.


  Anzhe took it. Even the pattern on the colonel’s card was different from his. Anzhe’s gaze shifted down and saw a series of numbers embossed in gold relief on the back of the card: 3124043701.


  He was lost for words. Recalling his own ID number, he finally said, expressionlessly, “I’ll take you there.”


  The colonel noticed his stony expression. “What, you don’t want to?”


  “I do,” said Anzhe.


  And so he led Lu Feng onto the free Inner City shuttle. The colonel was a good-looking guy, and in his sleek Judiciary Court uniform that made him look even taller than he already was, he stood out in the crowd. When they boarded the shuttle, everyone turned to look at them. The bus had seats on either side of the aisle, so Anzhe sat down in a window seat and Lu Feng sat beside him. 


  “Get off at the last stop,” said Anzhe.


  “Thank you,” said Lu Feng. “Where do you live?”


  “I live near you.”


  “Okay.”


  Normally, people who worked at Eden were given homes in the nearby residential compound, but as Anzhe was a recent addition, the military-affiliated residence assigned to him was very far from where he worked. The shuttle bus stopped often, and it was forty minutes before it finally arrived at the end of its route, where they got off.


  The younglings at Eden might have seemed cute and well-behaved, but it was only a facade, especially when they were barraging him with questions. At the end of a workday, there was always a period when Anzhe felt utterly drained of energy, and right now was no exception. Usually, he would lean against the wall of the bus and doze off for a while, but with Lu Feng here beside him, he figured it was best to stay conscious. Anzhe chose to cup his cheek in his hand and look out the window—at the Gemini towers, Eden, and all the other buildings and structures of all shapes and sizes. It had been only two months since he’d first entered a human city, and it still all felt like a dream.


  As he gazed out of the window, Anzhe’s eyelids slowly began to droop. Soon, he lost consciousness altogether. 


  The gentle robotic voice sounded over the intercom. “Attention passengers—this is the terminus station. Please exit the bus in an orderly manner. We look forward to seeing you again.”


  Lu Feng looked over at Anzhe, who’d fallen asleep against his shoulder.


  The last of the sunlight spilled through the window, the golden sheen glistening off the tips of Anzhe’s eyelashes. He was so quiet in his sleep, still except for the rise and fall of his breathing. He looked like a child—completely harmless, with no awareness of the outside world. Lu Feng wouldn’t mind him sleeping longer.


  But eventually the shuttle bus slowed to a stop. All the other passengers stood up and began to file out, their footsteps noisy in the aisle.


  Anzhe opened his eyes. His nap had been the most comfortable he’d ever had, he realized. Slowly, he looked to the side and saw the black material and silver badge of a familiar uniform. He straightened up immediately. He noticed that Lu Feng was watching him, though the look in his eyes wasn’t cold. The colonel didn’t seem angry about the misappropriation of his shoulder.


  “Let’s go,” said Lu Feng.


  Anzhe rubbed his eyes. He was quick to fall asleep, but he was quick to wake as well. As he followed Lu Feng off the shuttle, he felt the coolness of the evening breeze on his face. He pointed to a building up ahead and said, “That’s Building Twenty-Four.”


  Lu Feng thanked him curtly before setting off in that direction. Anzhe trailed behind him.


  Halfway there, Lu Feng said, “I can walk the rest of the way by myself.”


  Still Anzhe followed him without a word.


  When they reached Block 4, Lu Feng pressed the elevator button for the thirty-seventh floor, and Anzhe went up with him to the same one. Of course, the simple difference between Unit 1 and 2 required no guide. 


  Looking at the door of Unit 1, where the seal had been ripped off just the night before, Anzhe thought the colonel must have no idea he’d seen right through his despicable behavior. The seal on the door across the landing had been ripped off a month ago as well—Anzhe had seen it with his own eyes. Lu Feng must have stayed here before, a month ago. There was no way he wouldn’t know how to get here. And yet, Lu Feng had claimed not to know the way at all and made Anzhe guide him. The only explanation was that Lu Feng was messing with him by forcing him to perform redundant labor for no reason. 


  Too bad Anzhe had seen through the man’s lies as soon as he laid eyes on that ID card.


  Just then, he heard Lu Feng say, “You’re very responsible.”


  So this guy still thought Anzhe was faithfully leading the way… As this thought occurred to him, Anzhe’s mouth flattened further. He looked at Lu Feng. Lu Feng looked back at him.


  Anzhe turned with a coldness he’d learned from Lu Feng and walked to Unit 2, pressing his own blue chip card against the sensor. With a bright beep, a little light glowed green and the door unlocked with a click. Anzhe looked back at Lu Feng. 


  Lu Feng blinked, momentarily startled. “What a coincidence.”


  Anzhe’s face betrayed nothing.


  “What’s the matter?” Lu Feng studied him for a beat, but after a second, any confusion in his eyes was replaced with mirth. The corners of his lips quirked up in a smile. “I wasn’t trying to trick you,” said Lu Feng. “Last month, I attended an all-night strategy meeting here before leaving for the Outer City.”


  “The seal,” said Anzhe.


  “The military knew I was back, so they sent someone here to clean.”


  “Oh.”


  Still, Anzhe had made up his mind not to trust this man again.


  He turned around to go into his own suite when he heard a string of short, rapid beeps from behind him. He looked back to see Lu Feng’s lock glowing bright red, even though he’d pressed the correct access card to it.


  Lu Feng frowned. Anzhe watched suspiciously as Lu Feng dialed a number on his communicator and described the situation in a few words. He heard a voice on the other end of the line give some kind of explanation.


  After he hung up, Lu Feng turned to Anzhe to explain. “The Inner City ID cards were upgraded three years ago, but mine hasn’t been upgraded yet.”


  Maybe he’d misjudged Lu Feng after all, Anzhe thought. But…


  But the roads of the Inner City were far from complicated, and every building was clearly labeled with numbers. All Lu Feng had to do was get on a shuttle. Even a mushroom like Anzhe knew how to get around.


  He hesitated. In the end, though, he had to keep his spore in mind. “Then…do you want to stay at my place tonight?” he said reluctantly.


  Lu Feng heartily agreed.


  After settling His Excellency the Judge onto the sofa in his living room and turning on the television for him, Anzhe walked into the kitchen. “Have you eaten yet?”


  Lu Feng said he hadn’t.


  Anzhe’s intent had been to nudge Lu Feng to go downstairs for dinner in the canteen, but Lu Feng’s answer implied a different meaning: Anzhe would have to make dinner for two tonight.


  Anzhe chopped up two extra potatoes. The Inner City’s canteen provided ingredients as well as prepared food, and during his month here, he’d gotten used to making his own soup. It tasted richer and more delicious than the kind served downstairs. Anzhe put the chunks of potatoes and salted meat into the pot, filled it with water, added milk, then put a lid on it and set it on the stove to boil.


  When he came back to the living room, the news was just beginning to cover the restoration work on the Deterrence Center. Lu Feng was sitting on the sofa, leafing through Anzhe’s teaching material. He seemed in a pretty good mood. 


  Whenever this man was in a good mood, he liked to mess with people. When he was in a bad mood, he kept to himself—like he had a month ago on the train, when he hadn’t seemed to want to talk to Anzhe at all.


  Once he’d calmed down and gotten his displeasure at being manipulated under control, Anzhe took the time to consider the connection between himself and Lu Feng as he chopped potatoes in the kitchen. Building a good rapport with Lu Feng remained the key to finding his spore. And building good rapport with humans required finding out their interests and preferences.


  Anzhe sat down on the sofa next to Lu Feng, who was looking at a poem about autumn scenery. 


  “Is this what you teach?” asked Lu Feng.


  “I’m still learning myself,” said Anzhe. This question seemed like further indication that Lu Feng was in a good mood. Anzhe seized his chance. “Colonel.”


  Lu Feng set the book down and looked at him. “What?”


  “Last month, when we were on the train,” Anzhe said quietly, lowering his eyes, “you seemed like you didn’t want to talk to me. Had I done something wrong?”


  Lu Feng gave him a long look. “No,” he answered simply. “It was me.”


  “I see.”


  “Did it really bother you?”


  “…Mm.”


  After a pause, Lu Feng reached out his hand. His fingers lingered briefly on Anzhe’s neck before traveling down and drawing out the bullet casing hanging beneath his shirt. Anzhe looked up at Lu Feng, a little panicked. He had no idea when Lu Feng had noticed the casing was there.


  “When I killed the mistress of the black market, you were beside her. Did you work for her?”


  Anzhe shook his head. “I only worked for Mr. Shaw.”
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  “Three-two-six-zero-five-six-three-two-zero-nine, at the city gates,” Lu Feng continued. “Was that your teammate or your boyfriend?”


  “My friend.”


  Holding the bullet casing between his fingers, Lu Feng asked, “And who is this?”


  Anzhe didn’t answer. He couldn’t. But silence was answer enough. 


  Lu Feng didn’t press. He stuffed the bullet casing back into Anzhe’s collar. “I’ve killed a lot of people. You were there for all the most recent mass executions,” he said. “I’m surprised that you’d still call me a good person after all of that.”


  Anzhe looked back through his memories and realized it was true.


  The first time they met, Lu Feng had killed Vance. The second time, it was Dusay. The night the aberrations infiltrated the Outer City, he’d killed another seventy-three people. Then, one month later, Anzhe had stood inside the quarantine wall and witnessed Judgment Day with his own eyes and ears, listening to that endless stream of gunshots. Finally, on the train speeding away from the Outer City, Lu Feng had been standing right beside him when he’d given the order to blow up the entirety of District 6. 


  Lu Feng had killed many people he knew, but it didn’t keep Anzhe from thinking he was a good person. Anzhe knew that Lu Feng was extraordinarily good at identifying aberrations. If Lu Feng had found him to be an aberration and shot him on the spot, or if he’d been one of the people in District 6 when it was blown up, that would simply have been the way of things. Now that Anzhe was in a human base, he had to do as the humans did. He had no choice but to accept their rules.


  Lu Feng, on the other hand, was the executioner.


  “Is that…why you were upset?” asked Anzhe.


  “No.” Lu Feng looked at him. “I know what I’m doing.”


  “Then…” Anzhe began. What was the reason for your heightened emotion?


  Lu Feng seemed to read his mind. “I’ve never gone against my principles,” he said. “But there is no one to judge if what I’m doing is right.”


  Anzhe thought of what the young arbiter Seran had told him. “You’re not certain if you were right to kill those people?”


  “No, I am certain.” Lu Feng looked out the window. His green eyes were like a frozen lake, distant and still. “I just think about the choices I’ve made and wonder…what am I really judging, and who will end up judging me?”


  Anzhe didn’t entirely understand what he was saying. Humans sometimes lost their minds and spoke nonsensically.


  But perhaps he did understand.


  Anzhe looked at Lu Feng. “I don’t hate you for the things you did,” he said. After a pause, he added, “You didn’t do anything wrong.”


  Lu Feng stared at him in silence. It stretched on so long that Anzhe decided that it wasn’t a frozen lake in those eyes after all, but merely meltwater.


  As evening descended upon the room, Lu Feng reached out and stroked Anzhe’s hair.




  Chapter 30


   


  IT WAS A STRANGE FEELING, having the Judge stroke his hair. Anzhe lowered his eyes. Lu Feng seemed to be in a tender state of mind.


  If what he’d said had really managed to make the Judge feel better, then Anzhe was glad. He gave Lu Feng a smile. Immediately, he saw the look in Lu Feng’s eyes turn wicked. The fingers that stroked his hair trailed down and pinched his cheek instead.


  …Anzhe thought maybe he preferred the man’s bad moods. At least then he didn’t go around bullying people.


  He got up. “I’m going to check on the pot.”


  “Mm-hmm.”


  Back in the kitchen, Anzhe found the pot already boiling. Bubbles churned on the surface, ready to bust the lid open. Anzhe had gained a sufficient grasp of culinary techniques over the past weeks. He lifted the clear lid off the pot and white steam surged upward, the bubbles rapidly dissipating. The salted meat had expanded in the liquid, and the chunks of potato had softened, losing their sharp edges. The small amount of milk he added gave the soup an opaque color, and the savory aroma that filled his nostrils had just a hint of creamy sweetness. It was one of Anzhe’s favorite smells.


  He used the bottom of a ladle to crush some of the cooked potatoes in the pot. The pieces fell apart and dissolved into the soup, thickening it before his eyes.


  Lu Feng had come into the kitchen at some point, and he was leaning against the doorframe. “Need any help?” he said, without inflection.


  Of course, Anzhe didn’t expect someone like the colonel to know anything about using a kitchen. “No.”


  But Lu Feng didn’t leave. He simply stood there and watched Anzhe for a while before sweeping his gaze over the small kitchen. Eventually, his eyes landed on the shining metal faucet over the sink. “It’s leaking?”


  “Mm.”


  The kitchen faucet hadn’t worked properly since the day he moved in. No matter how tightly Anzhe turned the knob, it always dripped. It didn’t bother him much during the day, but at night, when all other sounds vanished and even the light of the Gemini towers in the distance had dimmed, the drip-drip-drip would echo throughout the whole unit and disrupt his sleep. But the noise wasn’t his primary concern—he worried that if it continued, he’d have to pay more on the water bill.


  Lu Feng took off his jacket and set it aside, then rolled up the sleeves of his shirt. He turned off the black valve atop the water pipe—too high for Anzhe to reach—before twisting the faucet clean off.


  Anzhe watched in silence. It seemed to him there were two possibilities: Either Lu Feng was trying to destroy his kitchen faucet, or he was trying to fix it. Reason told him it was the former, but his heart would rather believe the latter.


  Just then, there was a knock on the door.


  Lu Feng was in the middle of taking the whole plumbing system apart. He didn’t even bother to look up. “Go answer it.” The way he talked, it was like he was the one living here.


  The actual inhabitant of the unit set down the soup ladle and went to answer the door. On the other side stood a soldier in military uniform, who took stock of the living room before announcing, in a booming voice, “Colonel Lu told me to come here.” 


  Lu Feng’s calmer voice could be heard from the kitchen. “In here.”


  The soldier walked to the kitchen door and clicked his heels together to salute. “Colonel Lu, I’m here from the logistics depart­ment. Failing to update your ID card was an oversight on our end, and for that…” He paused, eyes drifting over the bolts and parts in Lu Feng’s hands like he wasn’t sure whether he was hallucinating. It took him a moment to continue. “…We offer our sincerest apologies and—”


  “Cut the crap,” Lu Feng cut in coldly.


  “…Here is your new card, Colonel.”


  “Thanks.” Lu Feng didn’t spare a glance as he began to fit two parts together. “Just leave it there.”


  There was water in the sink, a pile of potato peels on the counter next to it, the kitchen knife next to that, and faucet parts in the colonel’s hands. The soldier stood there holding the ID card, a little unsure of where to put it. 


  Finally, Anzhe said quietly, “I’ll take it.”


  Now it was time to see his guest out.


  At the door, the soldier glanced at the colonel sitting in the kitchen, then back at Anzhe. “What…is the colonel doing?” He made an effort to speak more quietly, but he was such a naturally loud person that it didn’t help much. 


  “Fixing the faucet,” said Anzhe.


  “The Judge knows how to fix faucets?” The soldier looked at him quizzically. “Then are you his…?”


  “Right now, we’re neighbors.”


  “And before that?” 


  “Before…” Anzhe remembered they’d both slept in each other’s beds. “Friends, I guess.”


  The soldier’s mouth quirked oddly. “…Hah.” He didn’t seem to believe it.


  Perhaps Lu Feng didn’t make a habit of fixing other people’s plumbing, Anzhe thought as he closed the door peaceably.


  When he returned to the kitchen, the faucet had been reinstalled above the sink. Lu Feng turned the water valve back on, and not a drop of water came out.


  “Wow,” said Anzhe. As he looked at the faucet, he thought perhaps the Judge wasn’t so cold and condescending after all. At the same time, he had to marvel at how the man seemed to be good at everything. “You’re amazing.”


  His voice was still so soft and delicate. The creamy aroma of the potato soup had permeated the whole space by now, turning the air sweet and warm. “You’re not so bad yourself,” Lu Feng replied, his face giving nothing away.


  When the potato soup was ready, Anzhe poured it between two bowls, pairing each with two pouches of hardtack biscuits. Lu Feng seemed to be in an excellent mood, but Anzhe could hardly taste the food in his mouth. He was preoccupied with wheedling information about the Lighthouse out of Lu Feng, so he bombarded the colonel with endless questions.


  “What are you going to do now?”


  “Wait for new orders.”


  “Will you work in the Gemini towers?”


  “Possibly.”


  “Is the Lighthouse in frequent contact with the military?”


  “No.”


  “Hmm, the Doctor works at the Lighthouse… Do you know him well?”


  “No,” said Lu Feng flatly.


  His stony expression dissuaded Anzhe from continuing his questions, but he thought leaving things there would seem even more suspicious, so he asked, “The little girl from earlier…”


  Lu Feng looked Anzhe square in the eye. “Don’t ask about things you don’t need to know,” he said coolly. “And don’t talk while you’re eating.”


  Disappointed, Anzhe shut his mouth. 


  Despite the attempts he made all through dinner, in the end he didn’t manage to find out anything about his spore. But the Judge seemed to have warmed up to him somewhat.


  Anzhe held the door for Lu Feng and saw him out.


  “Goodbye,” said Lu Feng.


  “Goodbye,” said Anzhe.


  Anzhe watched Lu Feng press his new ID card against the sensor on the lock, turning the light green and unlocking the door. He pushed it open, but then immediately stopped in his tracks, as if his entire body was frozen in place.


  It was a rare sight when it came to the colonel, so Anzhe stuck his head through the door to peek into the room. 


  He too froze.


  The room wasn’t empty. In fact, a huge suitcase lay open next to the sofa opposite the front door. On the sofa sat a military officer in black uniform, with black hair and green eyes, staring coldly at the door.


  Standing in the doorway, Lu Feng turned and leveled Anzhe with the exact same stare. 


  “…It wasn’t me,” said Anzhe.


  It really wasn’t. He hadn’t laid eyes on this doll of the Judge since he’d been arrested. He’d thought this wretched thing had been blown to smithereens along with the rest of District 6. How was it now in Lu Feng’s home?


  It was then that Lu Feng’s communicator sounded. The voice on the other end of the line boomed—it was the logistics soldier from earlier. “Did you get into your suite, Colonel? Does your new card work okay?”


  “Thank you. It does,” said Lu Feng. “Please explain the doll in my living room.”


  “Doll?” There was a moment of confusion before realization dawned on the soldier. “Oh, during the emergency evacuation, the Judiciary Court tried to save whatever important data and supplies they could. One of the soldiers saw it and thought it might be important military equipment, so he brought it here along with everything else. We weren’t sure what to do with it, so that’s why it’s in your room.”


  “Important military equipment?” Lu Feng repeated.


  “Oh, yes. We might be stationed in the Inner City, but we know there are some nasty reactionaries against the Judiciary Court in the Outer City. We thought the realistic doll might be a decoy, especially since the construction looks so high-quality and…” The soldier went on, but Lu Feng didn’t say a word. He finally seemed to realize that something wasn’t right. “Did I say something wrong, Colonel?”


  “No. Thank you.” Lu Feng ended the call. Then he turned to Anzhe and said, “Come here.”


  Anzhe despaired. He had yet to be officially convicted for the previous case—he’d only been let out of jail because of the sudden worm attack. Now the material evidence of his crime had resurfaced, and he feared the Judge would dredge up the past and slap him with a new conviction.


  He went over.


  Lu Feng hauled the doll off the sofa and shoved it back into its suitcase. Then he pushed the suitcase toward Anzhe. Confused, Anzhe took it by the handle.


  “It’s yours,” said Lu Feng.


  Anzhe blinked at him.




  Chapter 31


   


  “SO I’M not guilty of indecent assault?” Anzhe mumbled numbly as he held onto the handle of the suitcase.


  “No.” Lu Feng turned and headed into the bedroom. “The verdict for that is decided by the victim.”


  How dare he call himself a victim? Anzhe saw right through this man. After dragging the suitcase back to his apartment, he placed it in the least conspicuous corner. He wouldn’t let the Lu Feng inside see the light of day ever again. 


  On the TV, the news was over and it had moved on to the weather report. In a sweet, piping voice, the newscaster was saying that strong winds would be blowing through the plain where the Base was located, and asked everyone to keep their doors and windows shut tight.


  While Anzhe was still a mushroom, he’d been very afraid of strong gales. Those could tear a mushroom to bits. After he’d snapped in half and his body had changed, though, he’d stopped fearing the wind and began to like the feeling of it on his cap. 


  After washing up, Anzhe headed back to the bedroom and looked through his teaching materials for a while. As night fell, he got ready to sleep. 


  Then he heard a strange, low noise.


  It went on and on, rising and falling—like the sound of wind echoing through a narrow gorge. Sometimes it was a low groan, but then it would turn suddenly shrill. It was like the wind outside had somehow gotten into the room, but he couldn’t find the source.


  It wasn’t the first time he’d heard it. The low, distant sound had often accompanied the dripping from the kitchen faucet on nights before, creating a strange harmony. The combination of both sounds could fool Anzhe into thinking he was still in the Abyss—with wind blowing in from the depths of the forest and into his cave as the secretions of plants or animals dripped lazily onto the moss-covered stones. Sometimes the wind would resonate strangely through the structure of the cave and fill the place with a low ululation, like the murmuring of some unknown creature. 


  But the noise was louder tonight than it had been any other night before. Anzhe was sure this time that it was coming from inside his room. 


  Frowning, he closed his eyes and strained to detect its source. Aside from the wind howling outside his window, there was another noise closer to him, which was… 


  Anzhe’s eyes flew open. He got out of bed and stood barefoot on the ground. He picked up the flashlight from the desk, crouched, and lifted the hanging bedsheet to look at what was beneath his bed. 


  In front of him was a pitch-black hole in the wall the bed lay against, near where it met the ground. 


  It was the size of a person’s head, and it looked like a man-made tunnel. It appeared dark and hollow inside, and completely empty. Anzhe could feel the wind coming from it. This was the source of the noise that had been bothering him for a month. 


  After staring at the opening for a while, Anzhe lowered the bedsheet back over the side of the bed and crawled back into it. Human structures always had strange features to them. He should go to bed early. After all, tomorrow would be a big day.


   


  ***


   


  “Your bodies still struggle


  Desperate to go home 


  But nameless wildflowers already bloomed


  Atop your heads.” 2


  Anzhe watched Bainan transcribe the poem onto his exam sheet. Today was the younglings’ graduation exam, and he was responsible for monitoring the room to catch any cheating. 


  The low noise from yesterday echoed through the classroom, but they’d all grown used to it. Anzhe had discovered an identical opening in an inconspicuous corner in this room as well—this kind of thing seemed common in human buildings. Typically, the day’s clamor drowned out the noise from the vent, but today’s wind made the sound much louder than usual. 


  Anzhe walked past Bainan’s seat and came to Jisha, whose paper was a mess, covered in erased and rewritten scribbles. There were only a few of the English questions with answers written neatly next to them. Anzhe glanced through, noting how few were correct. 


  This was the case for most of the younglings. The rest didn’t even bother to scribble and erase, leaving their exams mostly untouched. Of course, there was a handful that had managed to fill the sheet well. Anzhe looked at them as he walked. He came to the corner of the classroom, where the quiet child named Sinan sat. 


  Sinan had already finished his whole sheet, and it had only been thirty minutes since the exam began. He was much faster than everyone else. He neither checked over his answers nor stared into space. Instead, he drew in the margins with his black pen. 


  “Drawing” was perhaps being generous, though. He’d filled it in with random black lines, all tangled up together like the vines of the Abyss, carved in aggressively enough to tear the page. By the end of the ninety-minute exam, the frenzy of lines covered the entire sheet—leaving only the answer slots still visible. 


  After their exams were collected, the children were brought back to their rooms by the guidance counselor. Clutching the stack of sheets to his chest, Anzhe returned to the office, where Lin Zuo and Colin were waiting. Lin Zuo had just finished marking the math and logic exams. When Anzhe appeared, he took the pages and said, “You and Colin can log the grades.”


  Anzhe did as told. He followed Colin, who read out the younglings’ names and scores while Anzhe entered them into the table on the computer.


  “Sinan,” said Colin. “One hundred.”


  Anzhe entered it. “He’s very good,” he said softly. He’d looked through the math and logic tests. Basic arithmetic was the simplest material taught; Anzhe wasn’t sure he could answer the geometry or logic problems himself.


  Lin Zuo, presently scoring the language and literature exams, cut in. “Sinan is a very rare talent.” Anzhe hummed in agreement. “But I won’t be promoting him to Class A.” 


  Throughout the month, Anzhe had gotten a handle on how the younglings were promoted. 


  The guidance counselor kept one scorecard, and another was kept for classes. These scores, alongside the scores from their various tests, were factored with their final exam score to create their final grade. A small handful of the best-scoring younglings in the class would be promoted to Class A for continued education in the Inner City. Once they were older, they’d join departments within the Inner City based on their skillsets. Other younglings were sent to the military base for training and assessments, and a month after that, the military would select about a dozen B-class younglings for continued development. Once they were older, they would become soldiers in the military. The rest were designated C-class and sent to the Outer City for residents to adopt. Those who weren’t adopted were sent to group homes, thereafter becoming residents of the Outer City. 


  But Lin Zuo said he wasn’t going to let Sinan join Class A. 


  “Why not?” asked Anzhe. 


  “There’s something wrong with his personality. He’s not a good fit with the military either… He lacks emotions and he holds a deep grudge against the Base, so he can’t work for the Inner City. Eden agrees with my assessment. He’ll be sent to Class C. You two will have to keep an eye on him from here on out.”


  “…All right,” said Anzhe. 


  “He’s a very strange boy,” Lin Zuo continued. “The counselor told me he often jolts awake at night, and he trembles sometimes, but they couldn’t determine the cause. His caretaker until he was three years old told me he’d lost a friend—that might’ve left a mark on him.”


  Anzhe thought of Sinan’s sheet again. Of the black lines, a stark contrast to the white paper, twisting over and on top of each other with no end or beginning. 


  “What was he drawing?”


  “I asked him that once,” replied Lin Zuo. “He said it was the sound of the universe.” 


  By noon, the final, composite grades had been calculated and five younglings, including Bainan, were chosen for Class A. They, along with the most outstanding cubs from the other classes, were all sent to Eden’s seventh floor for education, while Lin Zuo was transferred back to the third floor to start teaching a new class. Anzhe and Colin formally became the teachers for the remaining cubs; their duties were to bring them to the military base and oversee them during training and assessments. 


  Things moved quickly in the Inner City. By afternoon, they were already on the shuttle to the military training field on the outskirts of the city along with younglings from the other classes. The wind was very strong at the training field, enough to blow the sand around—but the younglings were very excited, leaping and running around the open field. Those in charge of filtering candidates would come to take over soon, so Anzhe and Colin got a chance to take a break and watch from the sidelines. 


  They sat side by side on a metal bench. Suddenly, Colin spoke—he and Anzhe had not talked all month. 


  “I’m willing to let go of some of my hatred for the Judge now.” 


  Anzhe turned to see him staring out past the buildings at the gray corners of Eden that peeked above them all. His eyes were cold. 


  “Because the entire Inner City is as callous as he is,” Colin added. 


  “Why?”


  “Don’t you see Eden? It looks like a hive.” 


  Eden was a massive hexagonal structure which did indeed resemble a beehive. Anzhe said nothing, and Colin went on. “Eden is the queen bee that produces tens of thousands of children every year. They’re tested from the age of three to filter for the small percentage with the highest intelligence, to keep them in the Inner City so they can do research or whatever else in the future. Those kids are useful to the Inner City—they’re drones, allowed to enjoy the better living conditions here. The rest are worker bees, sent to the inferior Outer City. Their supply of food and water is controlled by the base, so worker bees have no choice but to become mercenaries and risk their lives in the wilderness. The only way they can survive is by bringing resources back to the base, and those resources are then used to benefit the Inner City.”


  Colin scoffed. “That’s how the entire Base works. Only people who are valuable to the Inner City are considered human. That’s why they didn’t feel the slightest bit of guilt about bombing District 6, because they’ve already written off every single person in the Outer City.” 


  “But the Inner City can’t support that many people,” said Anzhe. 


  Colin turned to him. “You think what they’re doing is right?”


  After a moment of hesitation, Anzhe nodded. 


  “You only think that because you survived long enough to be standing here. Because you lived to see things from the Inner City’s perspective.” Colin grew increasingly agitated, his chest heaving. “Humankind First, so nothing they do can be wrong. But the dead—the people they bombed, your family, your friends—what did they do wrong? Were they not human?” 


  Anzhe said nothing. Colin’s questions did not perplex him; social creatures existed in the Abyss as well. Based on long periods of observation, Anzhe understood that survival was paramount for individual animals, but for creatures that lived in groups, continuation of the collective was more important than single entities. He didn’t think Colin was wrong either, but people like him were probably more suited to life at the Virginia Base. 


  Colin stared into his eyes. “I see,” he said. “You don’t have any feelings at all.” 


  The conversation ended there. 


  Anzhe looked back to the younglings. They were far cuter than Colin. But chaos had broken out—someone had started a fight. 


  Anzhe stood and went over, Colin following. The fight was between Sinan and a much bigger boy. Sinan’s eyes were red; he was pinning the other boy to the ground. 


  “Let go of him, Sinan, or I’m docking your points,” Colin said. 


  But Sinan stayed where he was. Colin had no choice but to physically separate them, having the advantage of adult strength over a child’s. 


  Sinan stood there, scowling. Anzhe looked down at him. “What happened?”


  Sinan didn’t say anything, but the other boy started shouting. “You were talking in your sleep! You were crying Lily’s name! They took Lily away and locked her up ages ago—you’ll never be able to find her no matter what!” 


  Anzhe saw Sinan’s hands ball into fists. 


  Lily sounded like a little girl’s name. “Who’s Lily?” Anzhe asked. 


  Sinan finally answered. “My friend.”


  “Where is she?”


  “Eden,” said the boy icily. 


  Anzhe recalled what Lin Zuo had said about Sinan losing a friend and guessed the root of their argument. Sinan had been hurt by something the other boy had said. 


  “Don’t be upset.” He crouched to meet Sinan’s eyes and gently patted him on the shoulder. “I’ll tell him to never talk about it again.”


  Nothing changed in Sinan’s face. He was only a youngling, but he possessed a detachment that none of the other ones had.


  Anzhe patted him on the head again and stood. The younglings on the field were all running amok while Colin scolded the other boy beside him. His discipline was much more effective than Anzhe’s—just the threat of docking points was enough for the boy to obey. 


  Inspired, Anzhe turned to Sinan again. “No more fighting, or else you’ll get points docked too.”


  Sinan gave him a wry smile. “You guys don’t want me in the Inner City anyway.”


  While the other younglings could hardly string a sentence together, this one seemed to know and understand everything. Anzhe felt helpless, but there was no one to give help. 


  Out of the corner of his eye, he saw a black car come to a stop and three people get out of it. Anzhe looked more closely and met eyes with one of them. He blinked.


  Lu Feng had seen him too. He arched a brow and came over. 


  “You’re here, too?” asked Anzhe. 


  “There’s a meeting,” said Lu Feng. “What happened to you?” 


  Anzhe’s helplessness was obvious in his voice. “Two children were fighting.” 


  “Beat them both and it won’t happen again,” said Lu Feng. 


  Anzhe couldn’t help but smile, then bent down to Sinan’s level. “The next time you get into a fight, you’ll get beaten.”


  Lu Feng watched him. “You’re too soft-spoken,” he said mockingly. “They won’t just keep fighting—they’ll beat you up too.”


  Anzhe paused. He schooled his expression, trying to make himself look a bit more intimidating. If he had even a tenth of Lu Feng’s ferocity, he wouldn’t have any trouble keeping the younglings in line. 


  As Lu Feng watched Anzhe, his mouth quirked up at the corners. Then he turned to look at Sinan—and froze. 


  “Get away from him,” hissed Lu Feng. 


  Anzhe didn’t understand why, but by instinct he did as Lu Feng said and took a few steps back. 


  Lu Feng stepped between Anzhe and Sinan. Putting on his gloves, he took the boy by the jaw and forced him to stare into the sun. Under the piercing light, Sinan’s pupils constricted.


  “There’s something wrong with him.” Lu Feng grabbed Sinan’s arm. “Contact the Lighthouse.”




  Chapter 32


   


  “EARLY-STAGE INFECTION, progression about twenty percent. Thirteen animal-type DNA markers, pointing toward arthropod-type mutation.” The Doctor came over with a thick stack of reports and dropped them in front of Lu Feng. “How do you turn up aberrations everywhere you go?” 


  Lu Feng took the reports. 


  The Doctor crossed his arms. “I’m surprised you didn’t shoot him on the spot.” 


  “I’m not as familiar with signs of infection in children,” said Lu Feng. 


  “Then don’t kill him. Leave him with me as a sample.”


  “As you like.” 


  “Arthropod-type mutation. There’s not much else to say.” The Doctor looked down at the stack of papers. “Get ready for the meeting. An infection, right in the Inner City? In one of the children at Eden, no less. I’ve already made a report. This isn’t a minor issue.” 


  “Arthropod-type,” said Lu Feng mildly. “Is it related to what happened in the Outer City?”


  “The final report on the Outer City bug swarm came out today, which determined it was a collective effort by mutant insectoids induced by the pressures of the breeding season.” The man’s voice was low and his expression serious. “We still don’t know how they communicated, or if any kind of leader exists. But…the Inner City is totally impregnable. Nothing can get in.” He took a deep breath and closed his eyes in thought. “If there was an incident in the Inner City, it should have been the aberration specimens at the Lighthouse escaping containment or something. How could a child from Eden be a vector?” 


  Lu Feng read the reports and then looked over at Anzhe. As Sinan’s teacher, Anzhe had come with them to the Lighthouse. 


  “Where has the boy been?” Lu Feng asked him. 


  “He’s always with the other children,” said Anzhe. “Yesterday when I got off work, they were watching the news together and getting ready for bed. They took their exam this morning in the classroom and then spent the afternoon at the military base.”


  “Contact his primary teacher and guidance counselor,” said Lu Feng. 


  Anzhe acquiesced. After he called and explained things to Lin Zuo, he thought about it and offered, “I could go ask him myself… He’s very smart.”


  Lu Feng allowed it. 


  So Anzhe went to the sealed glass door. Since he’d been determined infected, Sinan was in quarantine; he was presently being held inside a gleaming metal lab room. He made for a very slight figure in the lab. He sat on the chrome dissection platform all alone with his head slightly lowered, looking the same as he always did—as if nothing that went on around him had anything to do with him at all. 


  Anzhe heard a sound from behind him. Lu Feng’s communicator was going off continuously, highlighting the severity of the situation. It had been hardly three minutes, but he’d already been through three rounds of calls. He said something to the Doctor and went into the hallway. 


  There was a speaker system through the glass. Anzhe picked up the microphone. “Sinan.” Sinan looked at him. “Do you know what’s happening?”


  Sinan nodded. 


  “Do you know why? Did you run into anything strange at Eden?” 


  Sinan stared directly at Anzhe, those dark pupils threatening to pierce right through him. Anzhe suddenly understood how the infected could be identified by the naked eye. The look in Sinan’s eyes could only come from something…inhuman. They resembled the eyes of the monsters that lived in the Abyss. 


  After more than a minute of silence, Sinan said, “No.” 


  “Think about it.” Anzhe tried his best to guide this youngling. “What did you do yesterday? Were you with your classmates the whole time?”


  Sinan only stared at him. He didn’t say anything else, no matter what Anzhe asked. 


  During their stalemate, the Doctor’s communicator went off as well. Anzhe turned around. 


  The Doctor turned on the speaker. Lin Zuo’s voice came through; he sounded calm, but he spoke very quickly. Anzhe recognized it as a sign of a human trying to keep their composure. 


  “We pulled up all the recordings from the past three days,” Lin Zuo said. “He’s never been alone. There are times he’s out of surveillance, such as during washroom breaks or free play, but there’s nothing abnormal there. The longest he’s off camera is three minutes, and the only places he can walk around are the hallways on our floor. There’s been nothing out of the ordinary at Eden. Could he have been infected on the way to the training ground, or after he got there? I hear the process of infection in children is much faster than in adults.”


  “My apologies, Mr. Lin,” said the Doctor. “Children do respond to infection more quickly, but based on the level of change in his tissue cells, he has to have been infected at least fifteen to twenty hours ago.”


  Lin Zuo was silent for a moment. “That means he must have been infected at Eden—but the other children and teachers here are normal. There’s no sign of other infection whatsoever.”


  “Please don’t panic,” said the Doctor. “We’re waiting for the higher-ups to give our next orders. By three o’clock at the latest, the Lighthouse and the Judiciary Court will screen all the children who were on the sixth floor during that time for signs of infection. Please prepare to work with us on that front.”


  “Okay,” said Lin Zuo.


  “Thank you for your understanding. If there’s nothing else…” 


  “Hold on.” 


  “Do you have another lead for us?” asked the Doctor.


  “Not a lead, but I hope it’s of some use to you,” Lin Zuo said. “Sinan has always been a strange boy. He is highly intelligent, but mentally he’s always been…absent. I watched him grow up; I know there’s something different about him from the other children—his cognition or his senses.”


  “Thank you for letting me know. I’ll look into it,” said the Doctor. “The Judge is back; we’re about to leave. We’ll talk further when we meet.”


  “Okay,” said Lin Zuo. 


  Lu Feng returned. 


  “What’s happening?” asked the Doctor. 


  “The training base and Eden are both locked down,” said Lu Feng. “They’re currently doing a head count. We leave in ten minutes.”


  “Good,” said the Doctor. 


  Lu Feng looked to Sinan sitting in the lab. “Any progress here?” The Doctor shrugged, and Lu Feng went to stand beside Anzhe. 


  Sinan’s eyes slowly turned to Lu Feng. Anzhe noticed the edges of his pupils, which had once been clearly defined, now seemed blurry. They were radial in shape—like the lines of a spiderweb extending outward. 


  “Ten more hours,” said Lu Feng. 


  Anzhe blinked. He knew what Lu Feng meant—within ten hours, Sinan would turn entirely from a human youngling to a mindless monster. He tried to connect with Sinan once more by calling his name. But Sinan’s eyes stayed fixed on Lu Feng, who held his gaze. 


  Sinan’s lips parted. In his piping, childlike voice, he said coldly, “You’re all going to die.”


  Lu Feng smiled and took the microphone out of Anzhe’s hand. “Everyone dies,” he said into it. “But humanity will live on.” 


  He hung up the receiver and turned to leave. 


  Anzhe compared the two of them. In terms of frigidity in tone and expression, the colonel still managed to come out on top.


  A few researchers took custody of Sinan. As the screen door came up between them, the Doctor said, “He’s a strange one.” 


  “I’ll get someone to interrogate him,” said Lu Feng. 


  “Thank you.” 


  That was when Anzhe heard the wind again. He looked around and saw a round opening where the ceiling met the wall, just as discreet as the others he’d seen. 


  He tugged on Lu Feng’s sleeve. “Lu Feng, what is that?” 


  Lu Feng followed his gaze up to the ceiling. “A vent.”


  Anzhe blinked. 


  “Never seen one, huh?” asked the Doctor. “They don’t have them in the Outer City, because it was built later on.”


  The Doctor liked explaining things to people, so Anzhe continued his questions. “What do they do?” 


  “Circulate air,” replied the Doctor brusquely. “The magnetic fields hadn’t disappeared completely yet when the Inner City was built, and humans were still capable of great feats of construction. To build a Base that could shield its inhabitants from as much cosmic radiation and solar wind as possible, all the walls were four to five times thicker than those of usual buildings. The materials used to build it are hermetically sealed—so it relies on the ventilation system for fresh air.” 


  He smiled. “The ventilation system is one of the main reasons the Inner City has survived. After the magnetic field generators were built, we began seeing all sorts of mutations, and before deterrence systems were invented, it was impossible to keep insects out. The Inner City added three layers of filters and extermination systems at the intake and exhaust ducts to ensure that no bugs can get in through the air—which is to say, as long as we can control who gets through the city gates, the Inner City is absolutely safe.” 


  He typed out an email on the computer, almost mumbling to himself. “What could’ve caused the infection? It doesn’t make any sense, and all the other kids at Eden are fine.” 


  He paused, turning to Lu Feng. “I heard a girl escaped from Eden yesterday.”


  “I asked about it already,” answered Lu Feng. “The girl is fine.” 


  The Doctor’s frown deepened, his fingers clattering over the keyboard. 


  Lu Feng looked at the screen. “You’re trying to contact the Underground City Base?”


  “Recent events have made me…a little uneasy.” The Doctor took a deep breath. “I want to know how bad the North American mutations have gotten, but the emergency channel between the two bases is unreliable. It’s basically impossible to get a reply.”


  With that, he pressed send. Anzhe noticed he’d also sent a copy to someone tagged “The Institute.”


  “It’s done.” The Doctor clicked out of that window. “I’ll go calibrate the machines.”


  “I’ll head to Eden,” said Lu Feng. 


  The hallways of the Lighthouse were long and white, illuminated with pale, cold light. In the hallway was a refreshments station. When they emerged from the lab, two researchers in white lab coats were kissing inside it. At the sound of their footsteps, one of them spun the other around to hide their figures deeper inside the small room. 


  The sight seemed to annoy Lu Feng. He frowned. “Where’s their discipline?”


  “Nothing we can do about it,” said the Doctor. “The more research we do, the deeper our despair. The motto of all of us here in the Lighthouse is carpe diem—you can’t expect military discipline from us. Even I feel hopeless at times.”


  Lu Feng stayed silent. After they turned the corner, he led Anzhe in a different direction. 


  For the rest of the afternoon, Anzhe blindly followed Lu Feng, because he didn’t know where he was supposed to go. He was only considered a temporary Eden worker, so he had received no further instructions or orders. However, Lu Feng didn’t seem bothered by his shadow—while he was screening the children of Eden one by one, he even sent Anzhe to rest in the lobby. 


  Anzhe stayed on the lobby sofa, reading. On the wall across from him was the towering bloodred text Humankind First. By four in the afternoon, the Doctor had returned to Eden with his team. He seemed dispirited as he led his underlings to activate the infection detector in the lobby. 


  Lu Feng had sent Seran along to help the scientist with his work. The young arbiter stared at the machine in the middle of the room, frowning slightly. “You only have one?”


  “Were you expecting more?” asked the Doctor. “The other one is at the city gates, for the mercenaries coming back from the Outer City.” 


  “So there’s only two of them for the entire base?”


  “Hon, I think you have the wrong idea about our current industrial capabilities. For high-tech machines of this size and scale, two is the most we can do.” 


  “My apologies,” said Seran.


  “Don’t worry about it. You guys screen them first, and then we’ll use this to filter the rest.”


  “The Judiciary Court never trained us for identifying infection in children,” said Seran earnestly.


  “I trust the Judge’s eyes. He’ll be able to identify infection for sure.”


  Lu Feng’s footsteps drew near. 


  “Screening complete for floors five, six, and seven.” Lu Feng was talking into his communicator. “No infected found.” Anzhe saw the Doctor’s hand tremble on the machine’s control stick. Walking past him, Lu Feng said, “It’s all yours.”


  For some reason, the Doctor’s face was bloodless. “Sure,” he said. “There are so many specimens at the Lighthouse… Now that we’ve had an infection at Eden, I worry something’s going to happen there, too. Can we ask Central Command to station the Judiciary Court there?” 


  “And my access?”


  “Same as mine.”


  “All right,” said Lu Feng, and went to wait for the elevator. Anzhe watched him go, only to see him turn back and give him a look that said, Come here.


  Anzhe put down his book and trotted after him. 


  Suddenly, the Doctor spoke up. “Lu Feng.”


  Lu Feng didn’t so much as turn. “What is it?”


  Anzhe did turn slightly. The young man was staring at them, his azure eyes rimmed with red and filled with powerlessness. 


  “A century ago, the infection rate after injury was only about thirty percent. Minor scratches and cuts wouldn’t cause any mutation at all. But it’s been getting worse over the years, particularly this past year—the infection rate has skyrocketed. You know that. Even the tiniest pinprick can lead to infection, now. I’ve been wondering if the day will come when our genes will mutate spontaneously and turn us into aberrations without any contact at all.”


  Lu Feng said nothing. Nor did he move. With a ding, the silver elevator doors slid open. 


  The Doctor’s voice was shaking. “There are no monsters or aberrations in Eden. This child’s infection came out of nowhere; we still don’t even know what causes infection, or how it spreads. The Lighthouse can’t track down the source, and we don’t we know how to defend against it. What if it’s already made its way to us…like the simple flu, infecting the weakest children first.” He gasped for breath. “What do we do then?” 


  “Doctor Ji.” Lu Feng’s voice was pure frost. “You’re wavering.” 


  With that, he put his hand on Anzhe’s shoulder and led him into the elevator without turning back.




  Chapter 33


   


  “THANK YOU,” said Anzhe, once Lu Feng had driven him to his place. 


  “Don’t worry about it,” said Lu Feng. “What are you doing for dinner?”


  “I’ll cook.”


  “Potato soup?”


  “Mn.”


  “You like it that much?” asked Lu Feng. 


  Anzhe considered the question. “I do,” he said. “But I also don’t have the money for anything else.”


  “I can tell,” said Lu Feng. “I’ll treat you to something else tonight.”


  “Why?”


  Lu Feng’s voice was cold. “As thanks for helping me discover an aberration.”


  That made sense. Lu Feng wouldn’t have detected Sinan without him. 


  And so Anzhe had his pick of the ingredients from the grocery section of the canteen. From the selection available, he bought tomatoes, potatoes, and frozen beef. The beef was extremely expensive, as it was apparently about to go out of production. Anzhe hesitated over whether to buy it or not, but then Lu Feng tapped his card. The balance that displayed on the machine made Anzhe keenly aware of the differences between some people’s lives. 


  There were simple cooking instructions printed on the ingredients. Anzhe didn’t know how to make anything else, so he made his usual soup. As it boiled, Anzhe realized something. He stood there, staring silently at the bubbling liquid. 


  The soup was already very thick, the potatoes having liquefied completely. The sweet-and-sour fragrance of the tomatoes mixing with the richness of the beef gave it a very different flavor than the normal potato soup—it smelled delicious. 


  However…


  Lu Feng looked at him. “What’s wrong?”


  “I…” Anzhe looked up. Veiled by the steam, Lu Feng’s green eyes didn’t seem so scary anymore. “I…might’ve made too much.”


  “Too much?” Lu Feng went over to him and leaned down to look at the pot. 


  No, he’d definitely made too much. He’d used too many ingredients and too much water. 


  When Anzhe made potato soup, he liked to add a lot of water to soften the potatoes—and to make it richer, he’d cook it down to a very small serving of soup. But this kind of soup seemed to work differently. If he kept stewing it, the ingredients would liquefy further, and he would end up with a pot full of unidentifiable mush. He thought about it. This was enough for three or more. 


  “You did,” said Lu Feng. 


  Anzhe racked his brain for a solution. “I can invite Colin over for dinner.”


  Lu Feng turned and looked at him, which was enough for Anzhe to tell what Lu Feng was thinking—it seemed that by making too much soup, he’d committed a very grave error. 


  “Seran lives in 3202. Take some to him,” said Lu Feng. 


   


  ***


   


  Seran opened the door soon after Anzhe pressed the doorbell. 


  “It’s you?” He seemed stunned to see Anzhe.


  Anzhe handed him the thermos. “I brought you some soup.”


  “Wow,” said Seran. “Thank you. I was just about to go out for dinner.” 


  “You’re welcome,” said Anzhe. 


  “Why’d you…bring me soup?” asked Seran. “Maybe the colonel would like some.” 


  Anzhe didn’t know how to respond to that. “The colonel has some,” he ended up saying. 


  Seran laughed. “I thought so. Was he the one who told you where I lived?”


  Anzhe nodded. 


  Seran invited him inside. After placing the thermos on the living room table, he took out a small pink package from a drawer—it looked like human snack food. He handed it to Anzhe. “Have some candy.”


  “Thank you,” said Anzhe. 


  “How are you settling into the Inner City? Which floor are you?”


  “I’m in 3702,” said Anzhe. 


  “My goodness.” Seran grinned. “What a coincidence.” 


  The wind was howling outside, and Seran’s room echoed with the rumbling from the tunnels. Anzhe looked for its source. 


  “The vents are usually closed, but they’re open during the summer while it’s windy to keep them from getting damp inside,” Seran told him. “They’ll keep being loud for the next little while. Even people who grew up in the Inner City can have trouble sleeping with the noise, but you don’t need to be scared.” His explanation was very gentle. He beamed at Anzhe. “I’m sure the colonel’s already offered you plenty of comfort.”


  Anzhe was bewildered. For one thing, he wasn’t afraid of the noise, so he didn’t need any comfort. And for another, Lu Feng had never comforted him at all. 


  “He hasn’t,” he said. 


  “…Maybe he forgot to.”


  Anzhe had the impression that Seran thought Lu Feng was kinder than he actually was, and that Anzhe and Lu Feng were closer than they actually were. 


   


  ***


   


  When Anzhe got back to 3702, he found the colonel had deigned to set the table himself. Unfortunately, even after Anzhe had delivered a serving to Seran, there was still too much soup. 


  The colonel leveled him with an icy green gaze. “You can do it.”


  “I can’t,” said Anzhe. 


  “You must not waste resources,” said Lu Feng. 


  Anzhe spooned up a little piece of beef and did his best to swallow. After finishing his own serving, Lu Feng had forced him to contend with what was left in the pot. Anzhe had just made it through half of it. 


  “Continue,” said Lu Feng idly. 


  Anzhe ate another piece of potato as well as a spoonful of soup. 


  It wasn’t going to work. The human stomach had a limited capacity, even if this was delicious. His body would stop working. He turned to Lu Feng to see him looking back, an eyebrow raised in silent amusement. 


  Anzhe was speechless. He should have known—Lu Feng wasn’t at all interested in conserving resources. He was just bullying him. 


  He frowned, miffed. “I’m done,” he said decisively. 


  “Wasting food is a crime,” said Lu Feng.


  “Then you’re guilty of it too,” retorted Anzhe.


  Crossing his arms, Lu Feng studied him. “You’ve smartened up,” he said. 


  Anzhe knew exactly what he meant. The next time this person came over for dinner, Anzhe swore he would poison him with a piece of his hyphae. He refused to talk to him anymore and put down his spoon.


  Lu Feng chuckled, then reached out and pulled the rest of the soup toward him. It seemed the Judge was going to exonerate himself. As Anzhe watched his performance, he walked the punishment back to only half a piece of hyphae. 


  After dinner, he showed Lu Feng out. The colonel still had a phone conference later that night. As he reached the door, though, Lu Feng seemed to think of something. He took out a translucent box from the pocket of his uniform and tossed it to Anzhe. “Use these if you can’t sleep.”


  Back in his own room, Anzhe opened the box. Inside were a pair of umbrella-shaped silicone earplugs. 


  He thought it over, still trying to decide whether he thought Lu Feng was a bad person or not. In the end, he decided Lu Feng was simply mercurial. 


  The wind worsened outside. The howl coming from the tunnel sharpened, indeed loud enough for a human to have trouble sleeping—but Anzhe wasn’t going to use the earplugs. At least, not yet. 


  Anzhe stood at the foot of his bed. All afternoon, he’d been thinking about one thing. 


  Without being able to get into the Lighthouse by himself, how long would it take for him to find his spore? 


  He’d once thought it was an unsolvable problem, but now a possible solution had emerged. All the buildings in the city were connected by air ducts. 


  Anzhe looked at the windows. 


  They were very small, the size of two textbooks put together, with two sliding metal shutters on both sides. He went over and shoved them closed. With a click, they shut tight. Nobody outside could see into the room anymore.


  Hyphae. 


  Hyphae extended out from Anzhe’s body. His clothes and the bullet casing around his neck slid to the ground with a soft noise as a ball of snow-white hyphae slid out from the collar, rolling beneath the bed to stare into the pitch-black tunnel. 


  As a mushroom, Anzhe could vaguely sense the world around him. Sight and hearing were both one sense, with smell and touch indistinguishable from each other. He had no vision or hearing but a different kind of perception, a shift that couldn’t be described in human language. 


  There was a fine wire mesh covering the hole, three layers of it—enough to keep insects of any size from passing through. 


  But it wouldn’t stop a squishy mushroom.




  Chapter 34


   


  ONE WHITE TENDRIL stretched out and gently touched the metal mesh, then slid through the tiny holes within and out the other end. 


  It was safe—or at least, there weren’t weapons or traps in the vent. The only obstruction was the mesh. 


  Once the first tendril had made it through the three layers of mesh and into the duct, the rest of the hyphae moved along after it, streaming along with such softness and flexibility they almost looked liquid. The white tide flowed through the metal and re-formed behind it. Anzhe sensed a tunnel in front of him; it stretched forward, the inside mostly smooth but marred in places with rust. A metallic tang that reminded him of blood filled the air. Wind blew in from the other end. 


  Anzhe moved forward. His hyphae clung to the walls of the duct like tentacles, sliding smoothly ahead. The tunnel was straight except for a right-angle turn. A crossroads appeared after that, as a wide horizontal duct intersected with this one.


  The wind was stronger now. The air seemed to flow in all directions, disorderly and confusing; it seemed the massive network of ducts was more like a convoluted maze. 


  Anzhe hesitated, leaving one long tendril in the opening of the vent before he continued forward. Lu Feng may have thought he wasn’t very smart, but Anzhe felt like he had some brains in his head. He’d decided to use this tendril to mark where he’d gone, so he’d be able to follow it back no matter where he went. 


  He felt a lot steadier after that. He headed straight through the crossroads in his original direction, and after another corner, there was a faint brightness ahead. Following it to its source, he found another vent. The familiar sound of a news report came through it—clearly, he’d made it to a vent in someone else’s home. 


  “In the last month, the Inner City has summoned over 10,200 mercenaries back from the wilderness, and formally entered a recovery period expected to last a decade. During this time, the research capacity of the Inner City will be entirely focused on identifying the source of infection…”


  Thud-thud-thud. There was the sound of rhythmic knocking. 


  Anzhe was only here by accident. He had no intention of violating human privacy, and so he decided to leave…but the next moment dashed those thoughts. 


  The door opened. 


  “Colonel Lu,” came a brusque woman’s voice.


  Colonel Lu. This was Lu Feng’s room. 


  Anzhe wiggled out through the vent so he could hear better. He was, in fact, curious about Lu Feng’s life.


  He heard a familiar icy voice. “Hello.”


  “Good evening, Colonel Lu. I’m from the twenty-first floor of Eden.”


  Eden. If Anzhe had ears right now, they would’ve perked up. 


  “What is it?” asked Lu Feng. 


  “Ah, yes…” The woman chuckled. “First of all, welcome back to the Inner City, Colonel. Second, on behalf of my superiors, I’d like to ask if you would be interested in donating sperm to Eden at this time.”


  Lu Feng’s answer was curt. “No.”


  “That’s a shame. If you change your mind in the future, please let us know immediately. Your genetics are extraordinary—it would be a loss for the entire Base not to put them to good use.”


  “Thank you.” Her flattery seemed to have no effect on Lu Feng’s tone. “Anything else?”


  “Madam Lu’s flowers have bloomed,” the woman said. “She asked me to bring you some. It gets so busy in the Inner City—she wanted to remind you to take care of yourself and get enough rest.”


  There was a pause. Then Lu Feng asked, “Is she well?” 


  “Everything’s as usual.”


  “Thank you.” Lu Feng’s voice lowered. “Send her my regards.” 


  The conversation ended there. After the door closed, the room remained silent. The weather report relayed that the wind would continue and that temperatures would drop. 


  The audio feed stopped abruptly. Lu Feng must have turned off the television. Footsteps drew closer—Lu Feng returned to the bedroom and sat down at his desk. There came the sound of rustling pages, and then the room sank into silence. The only sound was Lu Feng’s breathing.


  Anzhe badly wanted to extend a few tendrils out from underneath the bed to see what the colonel was doing, but he didn’t dare. Eventually, he slowly left through the vent and headed back the way he came. At the crossroads, he chose to head in the direction the wind was coming from. With his slim hyphae marking his path, he continued onward. 


  Ice-cold wind that smelled like blood blew past his hyphae. There were more openings along the walls of this duct, and every one of them connected to other convoluted pathways. Another fork appeared. It hadn’t been long since the last one—the system was exceedingly complicated. Anzhe didn’t have a map, only a rough sense of the direction of the Lighthouse. It would be very hard to navigate through the ducts. 


  But Anzhe had time. He wasn’t an impatient mushroom. 


  After a few more turns, Anzhe was completely disoriented, and he had no idea how much time had passed. All he knew was that the tunnel got progressively wider as he moved in the direction of the wind, which had also gotten stronger. He guessed that he’d found one of the main conduits of the ventilation system. Occasionally, he worried the filaments he’d trailed behind him would break, but he couldn’t afford to leave more. For mushrooms, hyphae were like a human’s blood—losing too much would lead to death, so he knew he couldn’t overextend himself. 


  Sometimes, metal mesh or sharp turbines powerful enough to chop through limbs appeared in front of him. Anzhe would carefully slide past the blades to keep his hyphae from being diced.


  Anzhe didn’t know how far he’d traveled. His only companion was the sound of the wind and the slithering of his hyphae over the rusted duct walls. 


  Endless dark tunnels lay before and behind him. It made Anzhe feel the way he had when he’d lost his spore—as he wandered aimlessly all around the Abyss, wondering if he might find it tomorrow, or never again. 


  When the interior of the duct had widened to the height of two people, Anzhe sensed faint red light in front of him. He headed forward, carefully passing by another massive turbine, and dropped out of the vent. 


  He landed on hard, bumpy metal ground, illuminated by the dim red glow, and took stock of his surroundings. He was no longer in the duct but in a wide, column-shaped space the size of the lobby at Eden. Wind and red light both poured in from the opening at the top, too far away for Anzhe to sense the source. 


  Here, the white blob rose up from the ground, his hyphae reforming into a human body with human skin. It was very cold; his hyphae extended further, weaving into a loose white robe that kept the chill away. 


  Anzhe stood barefoot on the metal floor and stared above him. 


  A massive turbine hung at an angle at the top of the entire space, filling his sight. A red laser shone around it, like the kind at the walls of the Outer City. Anzhe knew this was a type of human defense weapon—any creature that tried crossing it would instantly trigger an alarm. 


  He looked past the turbine blades and saw the sky outside, where the aurora flickered still. If this place was connected to the outside world, he realized it must be the intake vent for the ventilation system. Once the turbine was on, air from the outside world would be sucked endlessly inward and sent along the ducts in every direction. 


  Anzhe returned to inspecting the area in front of him. In the center of the column-shaped space was a rectangular panel—perhaps a control panel for the entire system. When he walked up to it, however, he found that it wasn’t the case. 


  Three rectangular boxes were soldered to the platform. There was enough light to see the text embossed into the metal beside them. Anzhe bent slightly, brushing away the dust and oxidation to read the tiny words. 


  It was a message. 


  To those who come after: 


  My name is Kang Jinglan, Chief Engineer of the Northern Base’s underground ventilation system. Design took one year and construction nine, with every kilometer of duct costing 110 million yuan. 


  Due to the difficulty of construction within the Base and the massive amount of labor and resources required, opposing voices argued that the project be postponed. However, after much consideration, we believe that the continued weakening of the magnetic field will result in total economic collapse within a decade. Within fifty years, survivors will lose all infrastructure for heavy industry and manufacturing; resources for production and research will prioritize medical development and little else. We don’t have the time. 


  Thankfully, both the underground ventilation system and the aboveground base were successfully completed this year. Our human compatriots will be able to live under the protection of the Base, and at least from that I can take comfort. Despite all security measures taken, cosmic radiation has left me ridden with cancer and immune disorders. I requested permission from the Base to have my ashes interred at the center of the ventilation system. With every generation of engineers that come in for maintenance, I’ll know that the Base remains safe, and that the magnificent race of humanity lives on.


  May your futures be bright. 


  My greatest respects,


  June 2030. 


  Ashes. The box held what used to be human remains. It was a grave, and these words were a letter from a human to those who came after him. Perhaps it was more accurate to call it an epitaph. 


  Anzhe looked to the right to see another box, nearly identical. The base had been soldered onto the platform, accompanied by text in a similar tone. 


  To Mr. Kang Jinglan and those who come after: 


  My name is Liao Ping’an, Chief of Maintenance for the Northern Base’s underground ventilation system. The system is serviced every six months with complete maintenance done every two years. Presently, it functions without issue. 


  Just as Mr. Kang expected, Earth’s magnetic field only weakened further and disappeared completely by December 2030. Thankfully, the artificial magnetic field project was a swift success. Earth is once again under its protection; humanity is no longer ravaged by exposure to cosmic radiation. Unfortunately, the radiation led to mutations in bacterial, fungal, and viral diseases. Humanity is facing catastrophe on a scale we have never seen before. I have witnessed the shrinking of human territories, the collapse of the economy, and the gradual loss of industry. The Base has shifted all remaining manufacturing capabilities to military production, construction, and the expansion of the base—endlessly producing guns, bombs, nuclear weapons, planes, armed vehicles, and tanks. I don’t know why the Base has decided on this, or whether this decision will only further consume our diminishing resources. I can only hope the Base is operating on deeper knowledge than anything I possess. 


  During the catastrophe, I unfortunately contracted a fatal bacterial infection. Even as my life comes to an end, I’m filled with trepidation for the future of the Base. Thus, I have chosen to be buried next to Mr. Kang, waiting for the next generation of engineers to report on their continued safety.


  May your futures be brighter. 


  My greatest respects, 


  November 2052. 


  Then was the third urn and epitaph. 


  To Mr. Kang Jinglan, Ms. Liao Ping’an, and those who come after:


  My name is Yang Ye, Chief of Maintenance for the Northern Base’s underground ventilation system. The system is serviced every six months, and complete maintenance is done every two years. Presently, it functions without issue.


  I must tell my two seniors that, in this era, the ventilation system is no longer a simple Base amenity but integral to the protection of the human race. In 2053, organic mutation spread all over the world. With the military as the main strike force, assisted by citizen mercenaries, the Base has devoted itself to fighting a great war for our safety. As we are faced with resource scarcity and limited manufacturing ability, the impenetrable military base and powerful weapons left to us by the previous generations have been an unbelievable gift. The safety of the remaining population was assured, while the ventilation system was refitted as the most important lines of defense for the Inner City, protecting us from insectoid invasion. 


  Presently, the Northern Base remains safe. The military and mercenary squads continue to bring mutated specimens back from the outside world and retrieve research equipment, cultural artifacts, and other important resources from ruins of cities. Research within the Base primarily focuses on vectors of infection and the continuation of humanity. We have found no solutions for the first, but we’ve made preliminary progress in the latter. New lives are being born at high rates, and populations are beginning to rise. Though our environment remains treacherous, I believe eventually everything will get better. 


  Under the protection of the Base, I will die peacefully of old age. 


  May your futures be brighter.


  My greatest respects,


  January 2104.


  Anzhe carefully read all of it before looking to the side, which was empty; it was the last box. 2104 was already in the distant past. Perhaps the next generation of engineers would soon lie here as well, their epitaphs speaking of more recent incidents—like the fall of the Outer City, or others yet to come.
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  Just then, the deafening howl of the wind rang around him once more. Air gusted in through the vent; Anzhe shivered, the gale sweeping over him like an unstoppable tide, forcing his eyes closed. He brought up his arm and lowered his head to shield his eyes from the force.


  He felt a twinge. A segment of snow-white hyphae drifted in the air; out of the corner of his eye, he saw it fly upward and disappear in a flash of white. 


  Anzhe whirled around. Only a short little stub remained of the tendril of hyphae he’d used to mark his path, and now it juddered, unconnected, in the wind. The gale had broken the filament and swept it off to parts unknown. 


  His pupils constricted. He looked back in the direction he’d come, where six identical pitch-black tunnels lay in a row.




  Chapter 35


   


  IN THE DARKNESS, the six round openings looked like the compound eyes of an insect watching him. 


  Anzhe took a step back and bumped into the metal platform. Caught off-balance, he braced his hand against the embossed epitaph, feeling the grooves of the text. For some reason, that icy metal stand, left alone in the vastness of the hall to hold the ashes of the dead, brought him a sense of comfort. 


  Anzhe let out a breath and walked tentatively up to the row of tunnels. 


  He crawled into each one by one, but couldn’t find any hint of mycelium. The tendril had been so thin that it shriveled as soon as it snapped. Carried by the wind, it was probably now stuck in some corner, and it would be impossible to find in the dark. 


  Anzhe stared blankly all around the four walls of this circular room. There were rows of six tunnels each in front and behind him, as well as to his right and left—for a total of twenty-four, all heading in different directions. This was the intake vent for the ventilation system of the entire city. 


  He had two choices: try to find his way back to his room before daybreak and come back again tomorrow, or…not even bother returning.


  He could discard his human identity and allow Anzhe the person to go missing, while Anzhe the mushroom wandered the underground tunnels without care for the passing of time. As long as he found the right vent before he shriveled away, he should still be able to infiltrate the Lighthouse. 


  The wind worsened, and Anzhe trembled. He knew his fate rested on the decision he was about to make. Even if he decided to return, there was no guarantee he would find his way.


  He didn’t know what to do.


  Staring at the six vents in the direction he’d come from, he gritted his teeth and climbed into the opening to the right of center. He didn’t know if this was the vent that led to his room; he could only leave his fate…up to fate.


  It would be easier to crawl into the tunnel in mushroom form, but he didn’t want the human ancestors sleeping here to see that an aberration had broached this place. Only after he’d vanished into the duct did Anzhe change back into mycelium. 


  His hyphae sped faster, moving along with the wind as it pushed him from behind. Anzhe turned a few corners and passed many forks; all he wanted was to find a vent that led into someone’s room as fast as he could. It would be even better if the room had a window. That way he could slip out and find the closest shuttle station, then stick himself secretly to the bottom. The night bus would take him to the terminus station near Building 24, and from there he could slither back to his own building. As long as it was dark enough, nobody would ever know. 


  He dashed blindly forward for a long time. As the ducts grew narrower, a faint light finally appeared ahead of him. He’d made it to an opening.


  This length of duct opened above a ceiling. Anzhe peeked down to see a clear, cylindrical vessel, filled with faintly cloudy liquid. A flesh-colored object about the size of two human fists floated inside. A transparent tube was connected to one end of the vessel, and a complicated contraption to the other. 


  He sensed something strange about the piece of equipment. Anzhe didn’t know how, but he knew the vessel contained something alive. 


  He froze. Realization dawned.


  It was a youngling. No, it was an embryo—the embryo of a human youngling. 


  Next to it was another vessel arranged the same way. The entire room was filled with them. Anzhe’s field of view was limited, so he didn’t know exactly how big the room was, but he knew the Base produced five to ten thousand younglings every year. 


  There was only one place this could be. He’d somehow wandered his way into Eden. 


  Anzhe sighed in relief. He knew Eden well, but he realized this was no good for him. He knew how much humans cared for their young; almost every inch of Eden was covered in surveillance cameras, their video feeds monitored around the clock. Nothing could hurt the younglings. 


  The thought made him angry. If mushrooms had surveillance cameras, Lu Feng wouldn’t have stolen his own youngling. 


  Anzhe realized the flaw in his reasoning hardly three seconds later. Surveillance cameras wouldn’t have stopped Lu Feng from digging out his spore; it wasn’t cameras he needed, but for the horrible Lu Feng not to have been there in the first place. 


  …No. What Anzhe needed was to figure out how to get out.




  Chapter 36


   


  BEEP—


  Beep—


  Beep—


  A monotonous noise came from a machine in the room, accompanied by another sound.


  Thump-thump.


  Thump-thump.


  Thump-thump.


  It was almost like a human heartbeat, but the sound filled every inch of the space far too evenly to be a real one. It was coming from the speakers installed in all four corners of the room.


  Footsteps approached from one side of the space. Two humans spoke to each other and seemed to take notes as they walked slowly by. 


  Soon, Anzhe was able to make out their conversation.


  “Section four normal.”


  “Section six normal.”


  “One-one-three has ceased development.”


  “Continue observation.”


  “Three-three-four shows signs of abnormal growth and requires disposal.”


  “It was transplanted too soon.”


  “Nothing we can do. Our last request hasn’t been approved. The superiors have decided to take advantage of the quantity of births to offset the high rate of abnormalities.”


  “The rate of abnormalities in embryos has been rising for the past two years. This really isn’t a wise decision. The embryo needs to stay in vivo for at least another month to ensure successful development.”


  “The window of viability for a mother’s womb is too short. If we extend the gestation period, the birth rate will be too low.” 


  “Why is this so hard?”


  “Look on the bright side. At least the birth rate is increasing.”


  Their footsteps gradually receded, leaving only the persistent and steady heartbeat. The light in the room was soft and low. The space was a peaceful cradle, or perhaps a large, hollow organ, and the powerful heartbeat was its proof of life.


  Anzhe slowly retreated from this stretch of duct. Something about this place was making him uncomfortable—some strange resonance affecting his body. Fortunately, now that he’d taken stock of the layout of the room, he managed to reorient himself once he was back in the network of ducts. He needed to get closer to the outer wall of the building.


  As he continued through the labyrinth, he encountered many more vents, each one leading into a tiny, square room. It seemed everyone had gone to bed, because each room contained a sleeping person. He couldn’t crawl out from beneath the bed for a look, but he could hear their breathing. Soft and light—the breaths of younglings. But the windows were sealed, and cameras with blinking red lights hung from the ceilings in every room, so there was no escape route for Anzhe here.


  Finally, after a long search, Anzhe came to a vent located in the ceiling over a corridor. He carefully slid out from the opening, spreading himself flat over the ceiling and creeping quietly along. The cameras were all pointed down; they wouldn’t capture anything on the ceiling.


  Every floor in Eden had a similar layout. He recognized this one as a utility hallway for supporting daily maintenance. The closets here held cleaning instruments, and the storage rooms were full of supplies, food, and miscellaneous items.


  Anzhe grew hopeful. He knew there should be a door about three-quarters of the way down the corridor that led to a small terrace. It was occasionally used to hang things to dry, and sometimes the staff would go out there to smoke.


  He found what he was looking for very quickly. Then he extended his hyphae and reached it through the crack in the door.


  The sky was light. It was already day.


  Before Anzhe could process this, though, his attention was drawn by something else. Out on the open terrace, on top of the low concrete barrier, stood a tiny white figure: a little girl in a white dress. She stood with her back to Anzhe, facing outward with her arms slowly spreading open, leaning forward as if she was about to fall.


  Anzhe came into his human form and rushed forward. He grabbed the girl’s shoulder and hauled her down from the barrier, setting her on the ground. “You—”


  The girl looked back at him.


  Anzhe froze.


  He’d seen her before, just two days ago. It was the girl who had run away from Eden—she’d charged into the road before being stopped by Lu Feng, and been taken away by a staff member from Eden. This was the same girl, he was sure of it.


  When she looked at Anzhe, her eyes seemed completely vacant, with none of the spark of the kids in Anzhe’s class. For a moment, Anzhe thought she wasn’t a little girl but a lifeless doll. He knew he looked unusual; wrapped in a robe of mycelium, he probably looked like a human who’d gone out wearing a bedsheet. Not something, of course, that any human typically did.


  But this girl didn’t seem to notice at all. She had no reaction to the way Anzhe looked or how abruptly he’d appeared. She didn’t seem to recognize him either, or rather, she didn’t even seem to remember that they’d met. After a few seconds, she slowly turned away to look out again.


  Dawn had just broken, and the aurora was fading. A thick white fog hung over the slate-colored city, rising and falling in waves as it expanded toward the gray-blue sky. From this angle, the cylindrical magnetic field generator in the near distance obstructed half of the sky. It was taller and larger than any building—like a mountain, a lone isle in a misty sea, or a spiraling staircase that connected heaven and earth. Streetlamps twinkled along with the morning stars, but even they seemed dull next to this hulking structure. 


  The little girl had turned her face to the sky instead, gazing at the boundless expanse above. 


  “I wasn’t going to jump.” Her voice was light and childish, but every word was clearly enunciated. “I was trying to fly.”


  “You’ll fall,” said Anzhe.


  “I know.”


  Her tone was mild and inflectionless, unusual for a child her age. The morning breeze lifted the hem of her white skirt and her long black hair. She had an extraordinarily soft and delicate quality to her, so unlike the other girls and women outside—the only one who had ever given Anzhe this impression before was Dusay, but it was even more apparent in this girl.
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  He stood beside her. He might have just saved a human child, but he’d also paid a price for it. At the very least, he’d exposed his existence to this girl, and now he was in extreme danger. He had to be careful not to reveal anything that could identify him.


  “Why are you out here?” Anzhe asked.


  “Sometimes during the day, the cameras get jumbled for a while. They haven’t noticed it yet,” said the girl. “I come out here to look at the sky.”


  “You can look at the sky during free exercise time,” said Anzhe. “What level and class are you from?”


  He had to fulfill his duty as a teacher; he couldn’t let a youngling remain here in such a dangerous place.


  “I’m from Eden,” she said.


  “Which level and class in Eden?”


  “I don’t belong to any level or class,” she replied. “Only boys do.”


  “There are girls in the classes too,” Anzhe explained patiently. There were many in his class, such as Jisha, although they looked no different from the boys. They didn’t wear dresses or wear their hair to their shoulders, like this girl in front of him.


  “They aren’t girls.” She turned to look at Anzhe. “Only the girls above level twenty are real girls.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “How could you possibly not know?”


  “I don’t,” said Anzhe. There was much he still didn’t know about the human base.


  For the first time, an emotion seemed to color the blankness of her face. The corners of her mouth lifted, making her look smug. “Then you don’t know about the Declaration of the Rose either?”


  “What is that?”


  The girl turned around and leaned on the low wall. The sun was slowly climbing up from the horizon.


  “Don’t tell me you don’t know about bacterial infections?” she asked him.


  “I know about those,” said Anzhe. At least, he knew about the catastrophe that had wiped out ninety percent of the human population. 


  “Only the genetically superior survived,” she said.


  “Mm.” Anzhe knew that human methods of treatment were ineffective against the aggressively mutating bacteria, and they could only rely on their innate immunity to escape infection. If their genes gave them resistance to the disease, then they would live. 


  “After that, they realized that very few babies were being born alive.” She reached up and brushed a hand through her hair, pausing as if to organize her thoughts before continuing. “After the great infection, all the girls who lived were left with defective reproductive systems. Only a few were still viable.”


  When Anzhe said nothing, she crinkled her nose and went on. “The scientists conducted genetic testing on them. Anyone with a score below sixty was completely infertile. Those who scored above sixty were the only ones who had a chance of giving birth to a normal child. So now we have the Declaration of the Rose. You’re a boy, so the Declaration has nothing to do with you.”


  “What’s the Declaration?” asked Anzhe.


  “We just memorized it,” she said. “Would you like to hear?”


  “Sure.”


  “‘All 23,371 women of the four human bases with a reproductive score of sixty and above unanimously make the following declaration: I pledge to give my body for the fate of humankind, to accept genetic experimentation, to accept assistive reproductive methods in any form, and to dedicate my life to the fight for the continuation of the human race.’” She recited the words with an unwavering voice. “That’s all. That’s why I’m on the twentieth level, and you guys are below. Now you know.”


  “Thank you,” said Anzhe. “But you still shouldn’t be in such a dangerous place.”


  “I’m not going to jump,” she said. “I come here every week. Aren’t you here too?” She looked at Anzhe again. “I’m here because I want to look at the sky. Why are you here?”


  “I can’t find my way back,” said Anzhe.


  “I know the way,” she said. “I know secret passages.”


  Anzhe considered for a moment. “I don’t have any clothes to wear either.”


  “I also know where the laundry room is.”


  “Can you show me?” Anzhe asked.


  She didn’t answer directly. “Are you a student on the lower levels?”


  “I’m a teacher,” said Anzhe.


  “You have to promise me one thing.” Light seemed to have found its way into her eyes. “Promise me, and I’ll help you find clothes and guide you through the secret passages.”


  “What is it?” he asked.


  “There’s a boy named Sinan on level six. Find him and tell him I’ve had a track implanted, so I can’t go out and play with him anymore,” she said. “Come back here this time next week and tell me what he said.”


  Anzhe fell silent.


  The girl watched his face. “You can’t do it?”


  “I…” Anzhe trailed off as he held her gaze. She blinked, looking for the first time like an ordinary child. Finally, he said, “I don’t think I’ll be able to.”


  “I’m sure you can find him. He’s on level six,” she said.


  Anzhe didn’t reply.


  She became anxious. She pushed open the door leading inside and said, “I’ll go get you some clothes.”


  Anzhe didn’t have the chance to reply before her white skirt disappeared from the doorway.


  If the Sinan she was talking about was the same one he knew, then he was no longer at Eden, but at the Lighthouse. Anzhe didn’t know how she might react if he told her this news. He was coming to realize that some human emotions led to pain.


  The girl came back with clothes for him and pulled him along the empty corridor before stopping just outside a small, half-opened door behind a heap of miscellaneous items. He still hadn’t figured out what to say.


  “If you can get through there, it’ll take you to the first floor,” she said, pointing to the door.


  It was ajar. More accurately, it was hanging loose. It hadn’t been repaired in a long time, and now it couldn’t close properly anymore. But the latch—a rusted metal chain—still connected the door to its frame, limiting the opening to a narrow space just wide enough for a child to squeeze through sideways.


  “I can try,” said Anzhe.


  He walked to the door and bent over slightly.


  It would have been impossible for an adult human to pass through, but of course, Anzhe was a mushroom. His clothes concealed the parts of his body that briefly turned into hyphae. Unencumbered by a human skeleton, he easily folded through the doorway.


  “You’re so flexible,” the girl said.


  “I have a request too,” said Anzhe. “Can you not tell anyone that I was here?”


  “If you come here again next week—” She clamped her mouth shut.


  “Lily?” It was a woman’s voice. “Are you out here again?” There was a note of reproach in her voice.


  Anzhe hid behind the door. He heard Lily say, “I’m sorry, Madam.”


  “You’re lucky it was me who found you.” The woman Lily called “Madam” had a gentle voice. “If it was anyone else, you’d be locked up like last time.”


  “I won’t do it again,” said Lily.


  The sound of footsteps followed. They seemed to be walking away. Anzhe peeked out from behind the door and saw Lily holding the hand of a lady in a long, snow-white dress. Their figures slowly disappeared down the dim corridor.


  Lily hadn’t finished what she was saying, but Anzhe understood just the same. They seemed to have made a pact together: He would come back here next week and tell her Sinan’s reply.


  His head still filled with thoughts, Anzhe looked around and saw he was somewhere dark, the air thick and damp. He could faintly see the paint peeling off the walls, revealing patches of grayish-green mold, as well as white powdery plaster scattered on the ground. He was in a narrow, steep stairwell, one that hadn’t seen use for who knew how many years.


  Anzhe found the banister, feeling along as he descended one step at a time. Without windows, it was darker than night, and not much better than the ducts he’d been crawling through.


  There were twenty steps between each level. Anzhe counted as he went, and when he reached the sixth floor, he found another small door on the landing, with a gap about as wide as the one on the twentieth floor. He squeezed through and found himself in a storage room.


  Washed in the bright overhead light and dressed in the staff uniform Lily had found for him—a white, button-down shirt the same style he usually wore—he walked out of the room. He glanced at the clock hung in the corridor: seven o’clock. If he set out to the training grounds from Eden now, he’d already be late.


  Therefore, Anzhe walked down the stairs, striding quickly toward the front door. In the foyer, the slogan Humankind First stood especially stark in crimson against the white wall. Workers in white uniforms walked around on sleek, shiny floors. In the distance were the sounds of children’s voices. Everything was so different from the cramped labyrinthine ducts; Anzhe felt as if he’d been reborn.


  The glass doors in the foyer slid open, and someone walked in.


  Anzhe froze.


  It was Lu Feng. 


  And behind him, slightly to the side, was Seran.


  Anzhe could see Lu Feng’s eyes narrow at the sight of him. He caught the faint scent of danger.


  Just as he’d expected, Lu Feng asked him ominously, “What are you doing here?”


  Facing him, Anzhe felt like all his hyphae were standing on end. He wasn’t supposed to be here; he should already be with Colin at the training ground.


  “I…” He looked up at Lu Feng. The icy green eyes held his gaze, as if saying, Think quickly. “…I took a wrong turn,” said Anzhe.


  It was the truth. He had gotten completely lost in the network of ducts beneath the city. If he hadn’t happened to come to Eden, or if he hadn’t found that terrace in time, he might still have been trapped down there. He would never have made it out and lost his identity as a human.


  And…


  And he would never have anything to do with the horrible Lu Feng ever again.


  Anzhe dropped his gaze. For some reason, the colonel didn’t seem as despicable as usual.


  “You’re supposed to be at the training ground today,” said Seran warmly. “Did you forget?”


  Anzhe didn’t answer. The sun rose from behind the magnetic field generator, its golden rays reflecting off the silver buttons on Lu Feng’s uniform.


  “And I’m going to be late,” he said, a little hoarse.


  Lu Feng didn’t say anything to that, but at least he didn’t mock him. Anzhe thought that the excuse Seran provided was convincing enough, given Lu Feng’s impression of his intelligence. Anzhe moved slightly to the side, attempting to walk around Lu Feng and leave.


  As he did, though, he suddenly heard Lu Feng’s voice beside him. “I’ll drive you.”


  Lu Feng’s car was fast and steady, at least twice the speed of the shuttle bus. By the time they stopped outside the training grounds, the car’s digital display showed the time as only 7:25 a.m., a good five minutes before Anzhe was due to start work. He wasn’t late after all.


  But when he climbed out of Lu Feng’s car, Anzhe felt all the other workers at the training ground looking at him. It was hardly his first time being gawked at, though. Anzhe walked to the access gate where people filed through after tapping their ID cards. 


  He paused, suddenly realizing something.


  Footsteps came from behind him. He turned around and saw Lu Feng standing close by, looking at him and arching an eyebrow.


  “…I forgot my card too,” said Anzhe.


  He heard Lu Feng click his tongue quietly before two long, slender fingers reached around him and pressed a blue chip card against the sensor. 


  The gate opened with a beep. Lu Feng had used his own card to open the gate for him. 


  At the same time, he heard the colonel’s voice at his ear, dry and tinged with disdain: “Idiot.”




  Chapter 37


   


  EVEN A MUSHROOM knew an insult when it heard one, but Anzhe couldn’t argue. He passed through the gate while the guards nearby fumed, though they didn’t dare express their disapproval.


  Anzhe understood how they felt.


  Although the Judge was not the highest-ranking military officer at the Base, he had the highest authority when it came to execution—no one dared offend Lu Feng, including Anzhe.


  “Thank you, Colonel,” he said.


  “You’re welcome,” said Lu Feng. “Take the afternoon off today.”


  “…Huh?”


  Lu Feng looked up nonchalantly. “Come to the Lighthouse with me.”


  “What for?”


  “Doctor Ji needs you for something.”


  Anzhe somehow doubted Lu Feng was telling the truth. What could Doctor Ji possibly want with him?


  For a moment, he even considered that it might be an excuse for Lu Feng to seize him at the Lighthouse. He’d really thought he’d put up a flawless performance earlier; even Seran had spoken up for him.


  Anzhe paused. It suddenly occurred to him that Seran probably didn’t think he was very intelligent either.


  But even if he wasn’t smart by human standards, he was still a mushroom of reason. Getting into the Lighthouse was what he wanted more than anything.


  “Okay,” he said.


  Lu Feng hummed in response and left him there.


  As the military instructor led the children in their training exercises, Anzhe sat on a bench nearby and watched them. If the instructor needed help—keeping score, tracking time, or anything else—he would be called over.


  He didn’t have anything else to do. There hadn’t been any reading material he’d been interested in at the office, so he opened an operating manual for various weaponry.


  Colin didn’t sit near him. He was on another long bench nearby, making friends with the language and literature teacher of the class next door to theirs, a young man about twenty years of age.


  Anzhe’s manual was open to a page depicting a large fighter jet labeled “PL1109.” It was a supposed masterpiece of human technology, made during the period of geomagnetic decline. It had a state-of-the-art, radiation-proof outer shell, a top-of-the-line motor and engine, and the one and only independent cruising system in the entire Base, able to navigate without the use of any magnetic field.


  It certainly sounded impressive, but unfortunately, Anzhe wasn’t interested in the slightest. And since he’d stayed up the whole night, he began dozing off.


  On his right, Colin and the other language teacher had finished their small talk, exchanged names, and moved on to the next part of their conversation, which drifted into Anzhe’s ear with the wind.


  “Do you like the Inner City?” asked Colin. Anzhe sensed that he was about to start preaching again.


  “Why wouldn’t I?” the boy said. “The Inner City gives us a peaceful and stable life.” This boy was apparently quite chatty as well. He threw the question right back to Colin. “We’ve been here about a month now. What do you think of this place?”


  “Can’t say I like it,” said Colin.


  “Why not?” the boy asked. “We don’t need to risk our lives out in the wild like mercenaries do. That’s something I never thought I wouldn’t have to worry about. These days I thank my mother every day for making me complete three subjects in school. Even if she mainly wanted me to learn language and economics so I could pass the test for the supply depot, so I wouldn’t have to go outside the walls to make a living.”


  Colin was quiet for a while. “Where’s your mother now?”


  “She died in the wild,” he said. “Just a few years after they adopted me, my father didn’t come home one day, and then, neither did she.”


  “I’m sorry to hear that,” said Colin.


  “It’s fine.” The boy smiled. “It’s a common enough story. What about you?”


  “My mother was shot dead by the Judge. My father… He was left behind in District Six when we came to the Inner City.”


  “I’m sorry,” said the boy, echoing Colin’s words.


  Sharing their experiences seemed to rapidly draw them closer. After a brief silence, the other teacher crossed his arms behind his head as he looked at the children on the training ground and sighed. “We’ve lived in the Outer City for so long that we forgot we came from here too, originally.”


  “I remember,” said Colin. “When I was five or six years old, I wanted to be a biologist. I got good scores too, but not good enough to stay here.”


  “I actually wanted to join the military when I was little,” said the other teacher. “But I took a tumble during my final assessment, so they didn’t want me.”


  “That’s how it goes,” said Colin.


  “Look on the bright side. We weren’t talented enough to make it, so if we’d stayed, we’d have had a horrible time.” The boy sighed. “Staying here doesn’t automatically mean you’ll be happy. I heard about someone who wanted to go into anthropology, but he had such a gift for mathematics he has to spend the rest of his life at the Lighthouse calculating trajectories. Think about it. You wanted to be a biologist, but if the Base thought you were more suited to be a linguist and forced you to translate documents and literature instead, wouldn’t that be a terrible life? If it were me, I’d have died on the job.”


  “That’s why I’m not happy at the Base,” said Colin. “It’s like a cold, unfeeling machine.”


  “You have to think of yourself as a small cog in that machine. Your genes are your part number, which decides where you go in the whole system.”


  Colin let out a rare chuckle. “You’re funny.”


  “Literature students are good with metaphors.”


  “But people aren’t parts,” Colin went on. “The Base acts like everything it’s doing is in service of humanity, but we keep losing the things that make us human.”


  “I mean, what other option is there?” The boy stood up, looking out at the children on the field. “I really do like kids. They make me feel like the world can still be saved.” He suddenly laughed, full of cheer. “I love this job so much. Maybe one day, one of my students will be an unparalleled prodigy, one who can save the whole world.” He mumbled to himself, “I should really prepare my lessons well, then.”


  Cupping his cheek in his hand, Anzhe watched him curiously before returning his gaze to Colin, who’d gone quiet. He hadn’t quite managed to find a comrade this time, Anzhe thought.


  When they had been in the Outer City, Colin would march with flyers with the words Stop the tyranny of the judge. Anzhe wondered what he would hold up if he were to march here. He thought it might be something like Stop the commodification of humans or We want freedom.


  As his thoughts wandered, Anzhe grew sleepier. He fought to focus on the visual manual in his hands, skimming over the fighter jets and moving to the passages about the weapons. TNT, U-bombs, and hydrogen bombs of various destructive capabilities, any of which could blow a mushroom to bits—but he wasn’t afraid. Unlike what lurked in the Abyss, humans were creatures of routine and habit. As long as he followed their rules, he would live.


  He whiled away the morning until training was done at lunch. A few of the younglings had gotten bumps and scrapes, while some others thought the training was too difficult. Instead of going off to eat, those children formed a circle around Anzhe’s bench, chattering at him.


  Anzhe gently put a small bandage on a youngling’s head as he consoled another short-haired girl who was having trouble with the training. “Do your best. Once you pass these training exercises, you’ll be able to become an officer.”


  “Can’t they just disqualify me now?” asked the girl.


  “They can’t,” said Anzhe.


  He thought that even if they couldn’t remain in the Inner City, they should still work hard at the training. Otherwise, when they were older—if the Outer City had recovered by then—unadopted children with poor physical abilities wouldn’t even be accepted into a mercenary squad, nor would they make it through testing into an administrative position at the City Affairs Bureau or the supply depot. Then the only place to go would be sublevel 3, no matter if they were a boy or a girl.


  Anzhe had spent a month there; he knew it wasn’t a good life. “You all have to do your best at the training,” he told them earnestly.


  The girl grabbed his arm and hung onto it. “But even if you make officer, you still have to train every day!”


  Anzhe smoothed his hand over her hair. “But the uniforms look nice.”


  One boy looked at the soldiers on the training ground and said, “No, they’re ugly.”


  “Their rank isn’t high enough,” Anzhe told him earnestly. “Once you’re at the rank of…colonel or something, they look really good.”


  “Really?” the youngling asked.


  “As good as it looks on that guy?” said another youngling.


  “Which…” 


  The youngling pointed behind him. Anzhe turned around and saw that just over two yards away, a certain black-uniformed colonel leaned casually against a utility pole. He was standing very close, but the younglings didn’t seem afraid of him at all—perhaps because said colonel was currently watching Anzhe with a cheerful arch to his brow. 


  Anzhe clamped his mouth shut.


  The colonel must have overhead everything.




  Chapter 38


   


  ANZHE FELL ASLEEP in Lu Feng’s car. He was woken by an instinctive sense of danger; he opened his eyes to see that they’d stopped at the entrance of the Lighthouse, and the colonel had opened his car door while looking him over from above.


  “Didn’t you get any sleep last night?” His voice could freeze water.


  Anzhe was still a little out of it; he rubbed his eyes to wake himself up as he climbed out of the car. Off-kilter from lack of sleep, he lost his footing and crashed right into Lu Feng.


  Strong arms kept him upright. Anzhe managed to find his balance, his head now much clearer. 


  The Lighthouse was as quietly busy as usual. As they walked through the hallway on the first floor, four soldiers went past, carrying two bodies covered with white sheets on stretchers. Seran walked alongside them, his face pale. When he saw Lu Feng, he reported simply, “Lab accident. They were exposed.”


  Lu Feng nodded in acknowledgment before leading Anzhe to the elevator for level ten.


  Doctor Ji stood in the middle of the tenth-floor hallway. “There you are.”


  “What is it?” asked Lu Feng.


  “Just gonna borrow your little cutie for something.” The Doctor turned to Anzhe and beckoned. “Come with me.”


  Anzhe didn’t think he was Lu Feng’s anything, but he followed anyway. The Doctor took him to the same laboratory where Sinan was being held. Through the transparent, airtight glass wall, Anzhe saw the boy again.


  Except it wasn’t really Sinan.


  Anzhe walked up to the glass. Inside was a black…insect. 


  It was slightly larger than Sinan had been, about half the size of an adult human. On either side of its head were black compound eyes that glistened with a dark silver sheen under the light. A pair of long antennae extended from between the eyes and two long, translucent wings dragged behind its back. It had a slender torso covered in downy, dark gray hair; the same fur covered its mouthparts.


  He looked like a bee.


  At the moment, it flew haphazardly around its glass cage, ramming into the walls repeatedly with its body like it was trying to escape. The whole time, its torso and limbs trembled violently, as if it was feeling immense pain.


  “It’s exhibiting unusual behavior,” said the Doctor. “Brain waves also diverge drastically from the records in our database. I suspect it retains part of his human consciousness and is trying to resist the aberration’s instincts. But none of us are able to communicate effectively with it, so we brought you here to give it a try.”


  Anzhe stood in front of the microphone.


  “Sinan,” he began.


  Sinan’s hardened wings fluttered in the air, making rustling sounds. He didn’t act like he’d heard anything, continuing to dart around restlessly behind the glass. But Anzhe was convinced that, for a moment there, that head with its compound eyes had tilted ever so slightly toward him.


  “Sinan,” he tried again, “do you remember Lily?”


  The scuffling noise paused for a beat of momentary quiet before the gray bee began to slam itself against the wall even harder than before.


  Anzhe looked at Sinan and said gently, “Is there anything you’d like to say to her?”


  Sinan’s wings vibrated madly, as if he was trying to respond, but he’d lost any capacity for human speech. The only information he could convey to the Doctor were the irregular peaks and valleys of his brain waves.


  “There’s a change in the waves,” said Doctor Ji. “He understands you. Who’s Lily?”


  A trace of helplessness crept into Anzhe’s eyes. The agreement between Lily and himself was secret, but he had no other choice.


  An hour later, there was a light knock on the door to the lab. When Anzhe looked over, the first thing he saw was the long skirt of a snow-white dress.


  “Madam Lu?” Doctor Ji exclaimed. “What are you doing here?”


  Anzhe looked up and saw an elegant lady walking in. She had long black hair coiled into a loose bun behind her head and wore a blue clinical mask over her face, so all Anzhe could see were her gentle, dark eyes. Her fuller figure made her seem kind and nurturing. Behind her, an Eden staff member flanked her on either side, and holding onto her right hand was none other than the little girl Lily. 


  “Eden has seen a rise in deformities in the last three months. I must hand my report to the Lighthouse personally and ask them to reconsider their decision,” she said. “And then you asked for Lily to assist in a project, so I thought I’d bring her here myself.”


  “Thank you, Madam. I appreciate it,” said Doctor Ji. 


  “This outing is a special exception.” Madam Lu handed Lily off to him. “Please be gentle with her.”


  “Don’t worry, Madam.”


  Madam Lu slowly turned her eyes to the other side of the room; Lu Feng had been staring at her since the moment the door opened. 


  “I see you’re here as well,” she said.


  Lu Feng lowered his eyes slightly. “Mother.”


  “Seems like very important research,” said Madam Lu, looking at him.


  They stood across the room from one another, one by the door and the other in the corner. As their eyes met, Madam Lu’s gaze was gentle, while Lu Feng’s was as unmoved as ever. Anzhe sensed unseen currents surging beneath the surface of their exchange, but he couldn’t make sense of it.


  After several long seconds, Madam Lu said, “I should get going.”


  One of the staff supported her elbow as she turned around to leave. The two of them kept her completely shielded.


  As their footsteps receded into the distance, Doctor Ji closed the door.


  “This is the thirty-fifth year Madam Lu has worked for Eden.” There was a wistful look in his eyes. “She really is an exceptional woman. Why don’t you talk to her more often?”


  Lu Feng was staring at the tightly shut stainless steel door. “We haven’t seen each other in a very long time.”


  “Even more reason for you to talk. Have all these years working at the Judiciary Court really made you so cold-blooded? I remember when we were kids, I messed up the cameras on level twenty just so you could go see her all the time. She always had delicious candy for me.”


  “Doctor Ji,” said Lu Feng. “It wouldn’t hurt you to be a little less talkative.”


  Doctor Ji shrugged his shoulders. Three seconds later, he suddenly said, “My work back then was flawless, by the way. Do you think they ever fixed the surveillance cameras?”


  Lu Feng looked at Lily, then at Anzhe, who was also looking at her. “I’d guess not.”


  Lily had pressed herself up against the wall, looking at the bee-shaped aberration behind the glass. Her eyes, usually dull, were bright with interest. “Is this a bee?”


  The gray bee had come up to the wall right on the other side of the glass. Finally, there was a short pause in its movements, but it was soon overtaken by agonizing convulsions.


  “It looks like it’s in pain.” Lily turned to Anzhe, clearly recognizing him this time. “Is the bee what you wanted me to come look at?”


  “It’s Sinan,” said Anzhe quietly.


  Lily blinked. Just as Anzhe thought an expression of sorrow might emerge on her face, she beamed instead.


  “Sinan,” she said to the gray bee on the other side of the glass. “You can fly now.”


  There was no fear in her eyes, no trepidation. She’d never seen the way monsters killed people, and she’d never received any warnings to stay away from aberrations. In the eyes of a child, there was no difference between this creature and herself. She didn’t even seem surprised that Sinan had turned into a bee. Perhaps the younglings thought that an ever-changing world was simply the way of things.


  “They’re irregular again.” Doctor Ji stared at the monitor. “But for a bit there, its brain waves were similar to a human’s.” He patted Lily’s shoulder. “Here, can you do us a favor, Lily?”


  “What kind of favor?” she asked.


  “Sinan’s will is fighting against the will of the bee. Perhaps you can rouse his consciousness. Will you keep talking to him?”


  “Sure,” said Lily. “Can you turn me into a bee too?”


  “If you turned into a bee, Eden would shoot me on the spot,” said Doctor Ji. “If you can communicate with him, that’s what we need. We need to know how he was infected. The source of the infection is in Eden, but we haven’t been able to find it. We need to do that to ensure the safety of the Inner City.”


  “All right.” Lily pressed her palm against the glass. “What will you give me for it?”


  “What would you like?” Doctor Ji said gently.


  “I don’t want to stay on level twenty.” Lily pressed her cheek against the glass too. “Can you guys get me out?”


  “Sorry,” said the Doctor, “but that’s not up to me.”


  “Fine. I figured as much.” Lily turned back to look at the gray bee. “I’ll try my best.”


  She really did try, for a whole afternoon, but Sinan’s mental state fluctuated constantly and only managed to give normal feedback a few times. Still, according to Doctor Ji, that alone was a vast improvement from before. He decided to invite Lily again the next day.


  However, since the good Doctor was also busy with various other research projects, and because Lily wouldn’t really talk to anyone else, Anzhe was the one assigned to keep watch in the Lighthouse for the next few days while Lily tried to talk to Sinan.


  Lily was still a child, so she was completely spent by seven o’clock in the evening. Once she was escorted back to Eden, it was time for Anzhe to go home too.


  He’d fallen asleep in the car earlier in the day and Lu Feng had given him grief for it. Anzhe remembered his lesson this time. He spent the entire ride wide awake, climbed out of the car wide awake, and rode up to the thirty-seventh floor in the same elevator as Lu Feng—still wide awake.
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  Similarly, he was wide awake as he stood facing the door to his unit.


  The tightly closed door.


  One, two, three seconds passed.


  Lu Feng’s voice, tinged with laughter, came from behind him. “Aren’t you going to go in?”


  Anzhe drew in a deep breath.


  Climbing so thoughtlessly into the vents the night before was one of the two worst mistakes he’d ever made—the other was his decision to go frolicking on the windy plain on that February 14 evening.


  He had regrets.


  The colonel knew very well the situation Anzhe was in, but his voice was impassive. “You can apply for a new card at the Inner City Affairs Bureau. The process takes three days. Find yourself a place to stay until then.”


  With that, he tapped open the lock and walked inside, making to close the door. He saw Anzhe turning to face him from across the landing, furrowing his brow and biting his lip, looking like he was working through some intense mental conflict. 


  Lu Feng said nothing, just looked at him and waited. 


  The seconds passed quietly.


  Finally, Anzhe spun around and pressed the button for the elevator. “I’ll go ask Seran.”




  Chapter 39


   


  THE COLONEL’S SUITE looked as if no one at all lived there, just like the den in his office at the Outer City Defense Bureau.


  Anzhe knew this because the moment his elevator had arrived, he felt a drop in temperature. He turned around to look directly into Lu Feng’s eyes.


  Leaning against his door with his arms crossed, the colonel said, “Get back here.”


  Anzhe pouted.


  He really didn’t know Seran all that well. The moment he’d pressed the button on the elevator, he had to imagine the awkward scenario of asking Colin for help if Seran wasn’t home, or if he wasn’t comfortable letting him stay.


  Turning back to Lu Feng, Anzhe suddenly felt despondent, like he’d been targeted. The man obviously knew he had no friends at the Base.


  Lu Feng seemed to notice Anzhe’s mood. “What’s wrong?”


  Anzhe lowered his eyes, not knowing what to say. He wanted to ask Lu Feng if he could stay, but he was afraid the colonel might reject him after all.


  He heard Lu Feng chuckle. “Just messing with you.” Lu Feng walked over and pulled him into the elevator. “Eat first. Then you’re sleeping with me tonight.”


  They had dinner in the canteen downstairs. It wasn’t a pleasant experience, since Lu Feng was opposite him eating a bowl of mushroom soup. But the idea of sleeping with Lu Feng was of course better than sleeping with Seran, and leagues better than sleeping with Colin. After all, Anzhe figured, Lu Feng was really the only person he knew here, and someone whom he’d already had experience sharing sleeping quarters with, twice.


  Anzhe took a shower in the colonel’s bathroom, dried himself, then wrapped a big white towel around his shoulders as he shifted to the far side of the bed next to the wall, piling the blankets around him. He didn’t have any pajamas.


  The amenities at the colonel’s place were overall more comprehensive than at his own, likely due to special accommodations from the military. However, no matter how many perks Lu Feng got, there would never be more than one extra blanket or one pillow.


  Anzhe was voluntarily moving the pillow from the middle of the bed to Lu Feng’s side when his attention was drawn by a tuft of scarlet on the bedside table. 


  A simple glass vase sat there, holding three bright red flowers with dark green leaves and thorny stems. One remained a full, round bud, while the other two had fully bloomed. This was the first plant Anzhe had seen in the human base. The city of steel and concrete didn’t seem to permit the existence of anything living other than humans.


  As the pleasant scent drifted through the air, Lu Feng, who was listening to his subordinates’ reports, concluded his call and returned to the bedroom. He immediately noticed Anzhe looking at the flowers.


  “They’re from my mother,” he said.


  “Madam Lu?” Anzhe asked.


  “Mm.”


  His gaze lingered on the three flowers for a long while, before traveling past them and through the window.


  The buildings outside stood as dark shadows against a deepening night. The hexagonal building that was Eden rose high in the distance, close to the artificial magnetic pole.


  Anzhe followed Lu Feng’s gaze. From here, Eden really did resemble a beehive. Something stirred in his mind, and he looked back at the bright blooms by the bedside. The color and shape were similar to something An Ze had seen in a time long past, in an illustrated book—a common plant from when human civilization still thrived.


  “Roses…” he murmured.


  “Yes,” said Lu Feng mildly.


  When the children in his class played during their free time, they sometimes pretended to be a family or to plant flowers, using pieces of colored paper to represent their gardens. But it seemed there really were roses in Eden.


  “Were they grown in Eden?” he asked.


  “No.” Lu Feng’s answer was brusque.


  Just as Anzhe thought that was all he would say, Lu Feng spoke up again. “She likes plants, but there are none on the Base.” His voice was calm. “When I was sixteen, I collected some seeds during a training exercise in the wilderness. After the Lighthouse screened them, I gave them to her.”


  “And Madam Lu planted them?” Anzhe asked.


  “Mm.”


  Anzhe suddenly remembered the sealed containers of plant seeds he’d seen on the shelf in Lu Feng’s office a month ago. Lu Feng must really care about his mother, he thought. He recalled Madam Lu saying she was going to submit a report at the Lighthouse. She’d had the look of a researcher. “Is Madam Lu a scientist?” he asked.


  It was a while before Lu Feng answered. “In a way.” After a moment, he abruptly added, “You knew the girl from Eden.”


  Anzhe nodded. Since Lu Feng had already seen Lily, there wasn’t a point in pretending otherwise.


  “How much do you know?”


  Anzhe assumed the colonel was asking how well he knew Eden. Remembering what Lily had told him, he said, “I know about the Declaration of the Rose.”


  Lu Feng looked out the window, as if lost in memories. “They say that when my mother was twelve years old, because of her intellectual gifts, the Base thought that she would contribute better to the future of humanity as a researcher than in reproduction. She was sent to study in the Lighthouse.”


  “That’s impressive.” Anzhe always found those humans with above-average intelligence especially fascinating.


  “But later on, she applied for transfer back to Eden of her own volition, to take on reproductive duties and research improvements to in vitro gestation technology.”


  “What happened after that?”


  “Nothing,” said Lu Feng. “She’s still doing that.”


  Anzhe remembered how Madam Lu looked today. Even though she wore a mask, her eyes alone left a deep impression on him. “She’s very beautiful.”


  “Thank you,” said Lu Feng.


  Thinking back on the exchange at the lab, Anzhe asked, “Do you not have a good relationship with her?”


  “No.”


  Anzhe blinked. “Why not?” He’d thought Lu Feng seemed to care very much about his mother.


  “She always thought I’d work at Central Command, but I ended up going to the Judiciary Court.” Lu Feng’s voice carried no hint of emotion. “I guess I killed too many people.”


  “Is that hard for her to accept?”


  “I’m the one who doesn’t want a relationship with her.” Lu Feng picked up the pillow and tossed it over to Anzhe’s side.


  Hugging the pillow, Anzhe stared at Lu Feng. For some reason, he understood what he meant.


  To remain objective, lucid, and indifferent at all times, the Judge needed to banish himself completely. Banish—out of nowhere, this word surfaced in Anzhe’s mind.


  “Eden and the Judiciary Court have opposite purposes,” he said. “Do you keep your distance so that you don’t waver?”


  “Shut up.” Lu Feng leaned over and pulled the pillow from Anzhe’s arms, then lifted Anzhe up to slip it under his head. “You can’t even keep your eyes open anymore.”


  Anzhe sank into the soft pillow, his consciousness gradually fading. He really was tired. He’d been struggling to keep his energy up the whole day.


  Just before he passed out completely, he saw Lu Feng pick up a silver-colored case. One of the workers at the Lighthouse had handed it to Lu Feng as they left. Anzhe didn’t know what it was, and he didn’t think he needed to know either. The colonel always had his reasons for doing things.


  Anzhe’s clothes had been folded and set to the side. Specks of white dust clung to the collar—something found at neither the training ground nor the Lighthouse. Lu Feng also knew that there had been some interference with the cameras in Eden overnight, so he couldn’t know where Anzhe had been during that time.


  Drawing his gaze away from the clothes, Lu Feng popped open the clasp on the silver case. Tendrils of icy white mist spilled out, and nestled in the frozen compartment was a thin tube of green fluid.


  Beside the case was his gun.


  Lu Feng’s gaze lingered briefly on the two objects before turning to look at Anzhe. He put his fingers on the grip of the pistol.


  Anzhe rolled over, pressing gently against him. He’d fallen asleep.


  He’d curled up like a little animal under the snow-white covers, with only the creamy smooth skin of his neck and shoulder exposed to the air. His brow was smooth and his lashes curved softly upward, rising and falling with every breath, serene and even. The end of one finger stuck out from under the blanket, gently curled in relaxation. There was no tension at all in his body. As he slept, he was completely unwary and unguarded, as if…as if he was sleeping somewhere safe, somewhere he trusted with his whole heart, secure in the belief that no one would harm him.


  Lu Feng was suddenly reminded of the day two months ago when they had met for the first time. Anzhe had looked into his eyes and said, “He really wasn’t injured.”


  Lu Feng was used to denial and arguments. He dealt with angry confrontations a million times every day. But that was the first time he’d seen eyes like those. There was no challenge or demand for explanation in Anzhe’s eyes, only sorrow. And in that sorrow was a naive tranquility—as if any reason Lu Feng gave, as long as he gave it, would be accepted and forgiven.


  Before that day, Lu Feng had never responded to any pleas or arguments. But, faced with those eyes, he’d lifted the white sheet over the body to reveal the wound.


  Faith begins to waver with the first softening of the heart.
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  Chapter 40


   


  ANZHE WAS DREAMING. 


  Before him was an endless, bleak expanse. He could feel his own heartbeat like ripples radiating on the surface of water. Suddenly, another, smaller ripple appeared inside his own. A sense of danger gripped him like a strong hand. He knew there was something gazing at him from deep within the distant darkness. He couldn’t catch his breath.


  He took a couple of steps back, looking around for an escape. As the distant gaze clung to him, he looked for someone, anyone who could protect him, so he could feel safe again.


  His hand, twitching nervously, gently grabbed a corner of Lu Feng’s sleeve. His breathing quickened, as if in fright.


  Lu Feng closed the silver case. He tossed the emptied syringe into the trash can by the bed, then set his gun back on the bedside table within reach.


  Anzhe’s hastened breathing had already evened out, but his pretty brow was still gently furrowed.


  A tiny drop of crimson seeped out from the side of his neck. In only a few minutes, it clotted into a small red dot. It was from a needle prick, though the injected substance wouldn’t cause him any harm aside from that tiny wound.


  He was like a small animal with an extraordinarily soft coat. He gave the impression of something that could be both easily destroyed and easily protected.


  Lu Feng stared at him for a long time without expression. Then he reached out, the tip of his finger touching the warm skin at the center of Anzhe’s brow like a dragonfly alighting on the water’s surface. Anzhe’s brow slowly relaxed. In just a few minutes, his slumber seemed as peaceful as before.


  The whole room was bathed in light by the time Anzhe woke, indicating it was about eight or nine o’clock in the morning. Panic at being late spurred him to full consciousness.


  At that point, he realized the towel he had wrapped around himself had fallen open and slid down his body, exposing his shoulder and back. And his hand was tightly clutched around someone’s hem. Anzhe had pressed up entirely against the other person’s body, burying his face into his shoulder.


  If it had been Seran, Anzhe would have apologized in accordance with human etiquette.


  If it had been Colin, Anzhe would have simply bolted out of the room.


  But instead, it was a certain colonel who liked to pick on him.


  Anzhe slowly withdrew his hand, then looked up into Lu Feng’s face.


  To his surprise, Lu Feng didn’t ridicule him this time. Instead, he reached out and pulled up the blanket until it covered Anzhe’s exposed arm and shoulder. Then he said mildly, “It’s eight thirty.”


  “I overslept,” Anzhe admitted quietly.


  “Oh.”


  Remembering his earlier position, Anzhe suddenly had a sense of foreboding. The colonel didn’t seem like the type of person to sleep until 8:30 a.m.


  “How long have you been awake?” Anzhe asked hesitantly.


  The colonel gave him a long look before saying, “You really want to know?”


  Anzhe immediately shook his head.


  He was to work at the Lighthouse again today, which turned out to be extremely boring and monotonous. Lu Feng didn’t seem to have any serious work to do either—he stayed at his side the whole day. The sequence of events at the lab could be summarized as follows: Sinan watched Lily; Lily watched Sinan; Anzhe watched Lily; and Lu Feng watched Anzhe.


  Halfway through the day, Sinan’s condition began to steadily improve. The periods of brain wave stability increased from a brief one to two seconds to a full four seconds. During his short windows of lucidity, he would tap rhythmically against the glass, as if to tell Lily he was there. The Doctor was ecstatic at the news, but he couldn’t step away from his work, so he sent word telling them to continue on their own.


  During the times Sinan was completely unresponsive, Lily sometimes talked to Anzhe.


  “I still want to fly out of here,” she said. “It’s a big world outside.”


  “Are you not allowed to go out?” 


  “No, they said it’s too dangerous. When I was younger, I begged them to let me out for just five minutes, but they still refused. I was mad at them every day,” she said. “Then Madam would try to comfort us and tell us not to waste time with the rest of them. She said the whole Base are the children of Eden, and sometimes children act out and turn on their mothers. So we have to be understanding. And besides, the Base is protecting us, too.” Lily sighed. It seemed like an oddly mature sigh for a little girl.


  Anzhe reached out and stroked her head, listening quietly as she spoke.


  “Madam Lu is the only one who can go outside. She’s a scientist,” Lily added. “I want to be a scientist too. I heard people say that embryos used to have to grow in their mother’s womb for a whole five months before they could be taken out, and it was really painful. But Madam and the research team at the Lighthouse managed to make that period shorter. Now it only takes one month.”


  Just then, Lu Feng’s communicator sounded. When he answered, Anzhe faintly heard a few scattered words from the other end, like sample, grow, and verification.


  When the call ended, Lu Feng told him, “I’ll be right back.”


  “Mm,” said Anzhe.


  As Lu Feng’s footsteps faded down the hallway, Lily leaned closer to him and said furtively, “Did you know that Colonel Lu is Madam’s son?”


  Anzhe looked at her. She seemed much livelier after two days of talking. “You know that, too?” 


  “I’m smart.” Lily tipped her chin up smugly. “All everyone else does is sleep, but I know everything.”


  Anzhe didn’t have much interest in the other things she’d said, but his curiosity was piqued again at the mention of Lu Feng. “What else do you know?”


  “Madam always has a photo of the colonel in her communicator. I’ve seen it before.” Lily swung her little legs on the chair. “Everyone says the colonel is Madam’s only real child, because his gestation wasn’t machine-assisted.”


  Lu Feng and Madam Lu really did have a special bond, Anzhe thought. None of the children in Eden knew who their biological parents were; the only thing they had from the time of their birth was their ID numbers.


  “I think there are two reasons why,” Lily said. “The first is that his embryo was apparently a little unstable and unsuitable for in vitro gestation. The other reason is just conjecture.”


  “What is it?” Anzhe asked.


  “Madam had been outside Eden. Even after she joined, she attended meetings at the Lighthouse and worked with the people outside. She was allowed to leave. I think Madam was in love with someone on the outside. Who knows, maybe Colonel Lu is the child of Madam and her lover.” Lily cupped her cheek in her hand and looked at Anzhe. “Are you Colonel Lu’s lover?”


  Anzhe took a moment to consider the meaning of the word before shaking his head. 


  “Then have you given sperm? You look like you’re already grown,” said Lily. “Even if you don’t have a lover, you might already have a child.”


  “I haven’t.” Anzhe frowned. “But…”


  “But what?”


  Anzhe slowly shook his head and said nothing more.


  He had no child in the human sense of the word, but he had his spore—although he had no idea where it was.


  If he asked Lu Feng about it out of nowhere, he risked exposing himself as an aberration. But if he ventured into the ducts again, he could get lost like before, or risk revealing himself to someone else.


  The only thing he knew was that according to Lu Feng’s note­book, the spore was very likely inside the Lighthouse. The problem was, now that he was in the Lighthouse and looking at the access-restricted doors and the classified laboratories, he had no idea where to begin.


  His spore could be nearby, and he wouldn’t even know it. During these last few days at the Lighthouse, despair had washed over him every time this occurred to him.


  “Are you sad?” Lily asked.


  “Mm.”


  Without his spore, he was an incomplete mushroom. How could an incomplete mushroom be happy?


  Just then, the light tapping on the glass returned. Sinan had regained his consciousness again. Lily immediately abandoned Anzhe and went over to Sinan.


  Anzhe despaired even further.


  The sound of footsteps rang out in the hallway. Lu Feng had returned with the Doctor. 


  “What did you do to it?” the Doctor was asking Lu Feng.


  “What could I possibly do?” Lu Feng retorted.


  “It’s been stone still this whole time, but these past couple of days you’ve been at the Lighthouse, it’s suddenly started growing. I don’t think it’s a coincidence. Plus, it’s only ever floated around haphazardly while we’ve kept it in the growth medium. How come as soon as you approached the tank, it went right over to you?”


  “Isn’t finding that out your job?” Lu Feng said coldly.


  “We need information from you first. What’s your special connection?”


  “I harvested it, sealed it, and delivered it to the Lighthouse.” Lu Feng’s voice remained cool; he was clearly uninterested in the topic. “That’s all.”


  “This is a high-priority project. You have to cooperate with the research.”


  “As you say.”


  Their voices drew closer. After they entered the lab, the Doctor returned to his equipment while Lu Feng fished the illustrated manual of weapons out of Anzhe’s backpack to pass the time.


  As he considered the conversation he’d just overheard, doubt began to creep into Anzhe’s mind.


  Slowly, he turned to look at Lu Feng.


  Sensing his gaze, Lu Feng looked up from his book to meet his eyes.


  Anzhe stared at him. “Where were you just now?”




  Chapter 41


   


  LU FENG GLANCED AT HIM but didn’t answer his question. “Hm?” 


  Anzhe could tell he didn’t want to have this conversation, but the chance of getting important information made him muster up the courage to press. “What went right over to you?” 


  Lu Feng arched a brow. “Nothing did any such thing.” 


  “The Doctor said—”


  “I observed a research project,” said Lu Feng idly. “Nothing else.” 


  He was infuriating. Anzhe was trying to find out what project he’d gone to see, but the man kept insisting that he hadn’t done anything. 


  “One of the labs summoned him.” The Doctor came back to the monitoring device. “All standard operating procedure, and he returned as soon as they finished. But he might have to make a few more trips in the next little while.”


  With that, the Doctor focused his attention on the footage of Sinan.


  Lu Feng’s thought process was hard to follow, so Anzhe could believe he might have misinterpreted, but even the Doctor was covering for him. Having gained nothing useful, Anzhe sat beside Lily, restless; both dejected by his failure to gain information and incensed that he couldn’t ask more directly, in case it exposed his identity. He considered secretly following Lu Feng the next time he went to the lab. 


  “Focus on your work,” came Lu Feng’s voice. 


  Anzhe had nothing to say in response.


  By five in the afternoon, it was time for Lily to return. After she left, Sinan no longer tapped on the glass or showed any other lucidity. Instead, he kept madly running into the walls. Anzhe made some notes about the day’s events, and then the Doctor said he could go home. 


  Anzhe looked at Lu Feng. 


  “I’m staying here,” Lu Feng said. 


  “He’s on duty tonight,” said the Doctor. 


  “Oh,” said Anzhe. 


  All sorts of experiments were conducted at the Lighthouse, and most of them were about aberrations. Sometimes, mishandling or other incidents would lead to staff becoming infected, so the Judiciary Court kept a presence at the Lighthouse. 


  Anzhe had a new problem. He had no ID card, so he couldn’t get home; if Lu Feng was staying here, Anzhe had nowhere to go. 


  Just then, Lu Feng took out the ID card in his pocket. “Head home by yourself.” 


  Anzhe took it. “Thank you.” 


  “Tsk,” said the Doctor.


  “Are you eating dinner here?” asked Anzhe. 


  Lu Feng made a noncommittal noise and returned to reading the handbook of military equipment.


  “What will you eat?” 


  “The powdered nutrient foodstuff designed by Eden and the lab next door,” said the Doctor, tapping away at his keyboard. “It’s only used by the Lighthouse at the moment.” He tapped harder. “It’s the most disgusting thing I’ve ever eaten in my life.” 


  Anzhe stood there, thinking. The ventilation ducts were impossible, and so was the Lighthouse. The only thing that could help him find his spore was Lu Feng. 


  “Do you want me to bring you dinner?” he asked. 


  Lu Feng looked up at him, eyes cool and unreadable. Anzhe noticed he’d gotten to the page about the PL1109 fighter jet. 


  “I’ll bring some for you, then,” he mumbled, in the face of Lu Feng’s continued silence.


  “Tsk,” said Doctor Ji again. “I want some too.”


  “You’re not getting any,” said Lu Feng. 


  The Doctor turned to Anzhe instead. “I want tomato soup.”


  “There might not be any,” said Anzhe. 


  He wasn’t lying. Potatoes were the only staple on Base. All the other ingredients available at the residential grocery section changed by the day—it depended on what Eden was able to produce. 


  However, tomatoes were in fact available. 


  Anzhe stood in front of the tomato shelf, hesitating—and then turned and went to the cooler that held mushrooms. 


  At dinner last night, Lu Feng had chosen mushroom soup out of the three watery options available at the canteen (the other soups had been potato and tomato). His selection made Anzhe a little uncomfortable, but… 


  Anzhe stood there in mental struggle for a minute or two before taking two packs of mushrooms. The variety grown at the Base were grayish, with round stalks and soft caps. He regularly came here to shop, so the worker in the grocery section recognized him. “Cooking mushrooms tonight?”


  Anzhe nodded. “What else do I need?” 


  With help from the worker, Anzhe went home with some fresh chicken and a packet of seasoning. He tapped Lu Feng’s card to pay. The cost of the ingredients would have shocked him before, but it hardly made an impact on the balance on the card. 


  Anzhe picked up his knife, taking a deep breath before cutting up the mushrooms. They were very soft; he didn’t need to use much pressure at all to chop them. Mushroom soup also took far less time than other kinds—after boiling the small pieces of chicken, all he needed to do was add the seasoning and then the mushrooms. Soon after, the delicious smell of soup filled the air. Anzhe put the lid on the pressure cooker, set his timer, and left the kitchen. 


  He didn’t have much else to do. He watered the vase of roses, tidied up the colonel’s room, and then turned on the TV in the living area. 


  The evening news was playing now. A familiar figure appeared on the screen. It was Hubbard, the mercenary captain who’d once ordered a doll from Mr. Shaw and helped Mr. Shaw get information on Lu Feng. 


  If he hadn’t left on a mission with his squad, he too would have been arrested. 


  “The mercenary squad recall has been proceeding smoothly,” the newscaster was saying. “This morning, squad AR137 returned to the Base—the only team outside of the military capable of handling six-star level missions. They brought with them valuable specimens and the most recent news of the outside world; Mr. Hubbard, captain of AR137, has agreed to an interview with our reporters.” 


  On screen, Hubbard was still in his wilderness gear, having just disembarked from his truck. There was a reporter asking him questions. 


  “Welcome back, Mr. Hubbard.”


  “Thank you.” 


  A worker was there to guide them through the blood test process. “Welcome to the Inner City,” he said. 


  “Thank you,” repeated Hubbard. “I’m shocked at what happened at the Base.” 


  “Your team returned later than the others. Did you run into any trouble along the way?”


  “No.” Hubbard was very brief. “We didn’t have any signal and only recently received the recall message.”


  The reporter smiled. “Where were you returning from?”


  “The outskirts of the Abyss.”


  “What is it like out there?” 


  “The monsters are more bizarre.”


  “The Abyss is indeed a terrifying place. What were you able to retrieve from the area?”


  “Specimens.” 


  “…Thank you for your contributions to the Base,” said the reporter.


  “You’re welcome.” 


  Hubbard’s brusqueness could rival Lu Feng’s, thought Anzhe, but his eyes weren’t as pretty. 


  The camera returned to the newscaster. “We have been informed that the returning mercenary squads will be reassigned to the military once their awards are calculated. They will continue to serve the Base.”


  A few more irrelevant pieces of news followed. There weren’t many events worth reporting on in the Inner City; most of the time, the newscaster would present research updates from the Lighthouse, using enough scientific jargon to put Anzhe to sleep. 


  The pressure cooker beeped from the kitchen, rescuing Anzhe from his fate. He took off the lid, the rich fragrance filling his senses. The soup had thickened into a rich, creamy broth; tiny pieces of white mushroom bobbed in and out of view. Anzhe tasted it and was pleased; he happily poured enough for three people into an insulated container and prepared to head back to the Lighthouse. 


  But he froze with one step out of the kitchen. 


  They were showing a silver lab on TV, one surrounded by complicated machinery. At the very center was a cylindrical glass tank filled with translucent, green-tinged liquid. The only thing in the glass tank was a very small white blob floating gently in the middle. 


  Anzhe’s eyes widened. He strode to the screen—at the same time, the camera zoomed in for a close-up of the little white thing. 


  A white, fluffy little blob. The core of it resembled a little cloud as it floated in the fluid, about the same size as the mushrooms he’d used in his soup. 


  Beyond that, its little hyphae stretched out all around it, soaking in the liquid and waving gently as it drifted along.


  Anzhe almost stopped breathing. There was no mistaking his own spore—even though it had grown since it left him. 


  He reached out, fingers almost shaking as he touched the cool TV screen as if it was the surface of the glass tank, with that white blob just on the other side of it. The next moment, the newscaster’s voice broke the illusion. “Four months ago, this unusual fungus specimen collected by the Judiciary Court was identified as a primary target for observation. As unique eukaryotic organisms, fungi have never been observed to mutate beyond their original form. The Lighthouse identified this specimen as deeply valuable for research. It’s possible that studying the sample will teach us more about the mechanism behind infection.” 


  Anzhe knitted his brow tightly. So his spore had been stolen for research. 


  “We’ve been informed by researchers that the specimen had lain dormant for the past four months, only to revive in the past few days and show visible growth. This is hopeful news…”


  Anzhe’s heart pounded. His spore recognized him. That must have been why it had only started growing in the last two days, when he’d spent so much time at the Lighthouse. The spore had sensed his presence. He knew it wanted to return to him. 


  “The lab has contacted the Judiciary Court,” said the newscaster, “which confirmed the growth of the specimen to be in line with its original form.”


  On screen, the spore was drifting in a certain direction. It had to be toward the direction of his lab, thought Anzhe. The spore wanted to find him. 


  But then someone’s reflection appeared beside the glass tank. The person wasn’t directly on screen; only a vague reflection showed, not clear enough to tell who it was. Anzhe wanted them to get away from his spore. 


  Unfortunately, the opposite occurred. The person reached out and gently touched the glass with a fine-boned, slender hand. Anzhe frowned harder. He knew that hand very well. He even knew that sleeve, with its silver buttons. 


  Anzhe ground his teeth. He was sure now that the person trying to touch the spore was Lu Feng, as horrible as ever. 


  But then the spore drifted all the way in front of that horrible man, reaching out with its soft hyphae to touch his finger through the glass. 


  Anzhe stared in horror. 
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  Chapter 42


   


  ANZHE COULD ONLY WATCH as his spore extended its tendrils to touch Lu Feng through the glass. When Lu Feng drew away, its hyphae drooped dejectedly. 


  The sight of his spore like that made Anzhe feel similarly sad, as if it were him in the glass tank. When Lu Feng raised his hand, Anzhe didn’t want him to come any closer, but whenever he moved away, he wished he’d stay. 


  Those few seconds were enough for the camera to cut back to a researcher in a white coat. He was saying that the specimen possessed a never-before-seen inertness in the face of infection and mutation. 


  “Over four months of research, samples of the specimen did not successfully infect any organism—likewise, when we attempted to infect the specimen with samples taken from known aberrations, no changes were observed in its structure. The Lighthouse believes this may be a breakthrough that could allow us to overcome mutation.”


  Anzhe’s hands tightened around the soup container. If the humans truly valued his spore so highly, that meant it would be guarded very, very well. 


  At the end of the segment, the newscaster summarized the report in a cheerful voice and anticipated a brighter future for the base. They thanked the researchers for their work. 


  The news program ended, and the weather report followed. Analysis from the Lighthouse said a sharp spike in temperature was expected in the next three days, and it reminded each region—particularly the research center and the Eden agriculture and cultivation sites—to be prepared. 


  Anzhe wasn’t in the mood to listen any further. He left and got on the shuttle, and spent the whole ride thinking about how to get close to his spore. First, he had to find out where exactly that lab was, and then figure out the researchers’ work schedule. Scientists didn’t typically spend every waking moment in the lab. If he could slip in through the ducts when no one was there and then figure out how to take the spore back into his body…


  …Then he could prepare to leave the human base and return to the Abyss. 


  Once the sample was stolen, the humans would surely stop at nothing to track him down. He would have no choice but to flee. 


  Anzhe turned blankly and stared out the window at the city lit up by the night. The aurora had already risen. Green ribbons of light fluttered in the sky, twisting as quickly as the flow of time. 


  The announcement blared overhead: They’d arrived at the Gemini towers. 


  Anzhe disembarked with the insulated jug in his arms, tapping Lu Feng’s ID card to get into the lobby and head up the stairs. Within the silver hallways, every lab was brightly lit. Different machines made noises at various intervals, rising and falling in a chorus. He arrived at the Doctor’s lab, but only Doctor Ji and his assistant were present. 


  “You’re back.” Doctor Ji looked up at him. “Lu Feng will be here soon.”


  “Okay.” Anzhe placed the jug on the benchtop and unscrewed it to pour the Doctor a bowl. The container was very well insulated; the soup was still piping hot, the rich fragrance spilling out along with the steam to fill the entire lab. 


  “My goodness.” The Doctor took the offered spoon. “You’re a lifesaver.”


  Anzhe smiled.


  “Won’t you be having any?”


  “I’ll wait until he’s back,” said Anzhe. 


  “Tsk, suit yourself.” The Doctor looked at his assistant. “Resume recording.” 


  “Understood,” the assistant said. 


  Anzhe looked at the screen in front of the Doctor. A window in the middle was playing footage of Sinan. Beneath that was a second window, partially covered, but still visibly a list of sent emails. The Doctor had sent messages to the “Underground City” and “The Institute” again. 


  Anzhe looked back to the video of Sinan, the gray bee. Lily was rambling at him, asking questions anywhere from “Can you make honey?” to “Is it more fun to be a person or a bee?” 


  “It got bigger,” Anzhe noted. Visibly so. 


  The Doctor ate a piece of chicken, his eyes narrowing at the screen. “Indeed.” 


  “Weight has increased by ten kilograms,” the assistant said. 


  “What has it eaten?”


  “Nothing.” 


  “This again,” said the Doctor. “Shouldn’t have talked about this during dinner. I was in a good mood and everything.”


  “What’s wrong?” asked Anzhe. 


  “The changes and growth in aberrations violate more than our understanding of biology—they consistently test the fundamental law of conservation of energy.” The Doctor gazed at Sinan. “When a human becomes an aberration, their size and weight can increase up to ten times what it was before. Muscle mass can multiply up to a dozen times. Where does the energy come from? It’s like it is generated from thin air.”


  Anzhe said nothing. This was all beyond his knowledge, but the creatures in the Abyss were indeed very large. 


  “Enough of this.” The Doctor sighed. “It’s not the first time our scientific framework has been rendered completely meaningless.” He occupied himself with his delicious mushroom soup, but his eyes stayed fixed on the screen. 


  Anzhe waited until he was almost finished. “Do you want some more?” 


  The Doctor made no reply. Anzhe followed his gaze to the computer. 


  “Play it again,” said Doctor Ji. The assistant rewound about a minute.


  “Stop hitting the wall. Doesn’t it hurt?” Lily had grown tired of talking and was leaning against the glass. “Even though talking all the time makes me tired, I still like the Lighthouse better than Eden.”


  At that moment, Sinan regained lucidity. His barbed, furry mouth­parts tapped at the glass. 


  “You’re awake,” said Lily. 


  Sinan’s mouthparts trembled, knocking against the glass a few more times. 


  The Doctor frowned. “Half speed. Play it again.” 


  They slowed down the footage and zoomed in on the tapping. 


  “The interval between the first two taps is the same, then there’s a long pause before the next, and then another pause.” The Doctor took out a notebook and quickly began marking with a pen. “Three quick taps after that, the same interval in between.”


  He wrote the numbers 2, 1, 3 in sequence. 


  As that period of lucidity ended, the Doctor said, “Play the next.” 


  The assistant moved the slider. He looked like he could be the Doctor’s student. “You think it’s trying to send a message by tapping in a pattern?” 


  “Not typical behavior for a monster…but not for a six-year-old boy, either.”


  Doctor Ji turned to Anzhe. “What subjects are taught in your math and logic classes?”


  “Arithmetic, geometry, and reasoning,” Anzhe replied.


  “Are they told stories outside of class? Have they heard about radio codes?” He cut himself off. “No, he wasn’t selected for Class A. He wouldn’t have such high intelligence.” 


  “He had a perfect score on the final exam,” said Anzhe. “He was rejected from Class A for psychological reasons.”


  The Doctor nodded and began observing the next video. Sinan was only conscious for a very short period in this one; he made two quick taps, the pauses between them different from the previous time. 


  The Doctor made two marks in his notebook, very close together. “Next clip.” 


  In this one, Sinan tapped the wall seven times in quick succession. 


  After that he was conscious for a whole five seconds. In the first part of the video, his behavior was eerily identical to the first recording: two taps, then one, and then three. After the pattern of three, he paused for a long time before rapidly tapping twice. The segment was almost like the first and the second clips were connected. 


  The Doctor made more notes and continued playing footage. In the fifth clip, Sinan made seven taps again. In all his lucid periods after that, his tapping maintained the same pattern—until recording stopped at five in the afternoon, when Lily was taken away by the people from Eden. 


  The Doctor recorded those numbers in his notebook.


  2, 1, 3, 1, 1, 7, 2, 1, 3, 1, 1, 7, 2… 


  “Do you want to get a mathematical expert in here to decode it?” asked his assistant.


  “There’s no need for that. The message he’s trying to send is very short. It shouldn’t be hard… Let me think.”


  Anzhe stared at the numbers, brow furrowing. Humans communicated through language; he didn’t see how numbers could be used to transmit information, unless there were words hidden within. 


  “Two, one, three…” The wrinkle seemed to fade from between the Doctor’s brows. 


  Anzhe hesitated. “Is it B, A, C?” 


  “The alphabet.” The Doctor immediately wrote those three letters onto the page. Anzhe looked at his earlier notes. After 2, 1, 3, Sinan had made two taps, so it should be BACAA. The sixth sequence had been seven taps, which would correspond to the letter G. 


  The Doctor clearly was thinking the same thing. He wrote down BACAAG, but underlined the double A’s. 


  “There was a very short pause between those two,” said the assistant. “It must mean something different.”


  “Eleven,” blurted the Doctor. “Two very quick taps. It’s not two separate digits, but the number eleven.”


  That corresponded to the letter K, so the sequence was now BACKG. 


  “How was his English?” asked the Doctor. 


  “Also full marks,” replied Anzhe. 


  English studies took up at least half of the language and literature curriculum. If the kids grew up to work at the Lighthouse, they’d need a very good grasp of it to read the journals and reference materials left behind by their predecessors. 


  “Back.” The Doctor said the word aloud, then moved the letter G to the front and narrowed his eyes. “Go back. It’s a very simple message that wouldn’t be so short in any other language. And…”


  “It’s phrased in a way that Lily would be able to understand. If she noticed the pattern, she’d get it,” the assistant said. 


  The Doctor nodded. “He wants her to go back. What does that mean?”


  The recording was still playing. Lily mumbled tiredly to Sinan, who flitted around wildly. “The Doctor says the Base is in danger. You have to help us, otherwise everyone’s going to turn into monsters. It’s really scary.”


  “If they’re good friends,” said the assistant, “then he knows Eden is safe, and he might sense danger outside. That’s why he’d want her to go back.”


  “But this boy just so happens to have been infected at Eden.” The Doctor pondered this. “Does that mean the first aberration appearing in Eden was just a diversion tactic, to draw the Judiciary Court’s attention?” 


  “Do we need to schedule a meeting?” 


  The Doctor looked at the lab room door. “Why isn’t Lu Feng back yet?” He dialed his communicator, but all he reached was the beep of an occupied line.


  “Maybe he’s in a lab with no signal,” suggested the assistant. 


  Anzhe pounced on the opportunity. “Where did he go?”


  “It’s the same project from the afternoon. They’re convinced the colonel can trigger the specimen’s growth, so they’re making him babysit.” 


  Anzhe didn’t even hesitate. “I can go find him.”


  The Doctor smiled. “Aren’t you guys friendly? Sure, bring him back for dinner. That lab’s very high security—it’s a joint project between the military and the Lighthouse. Take the elevator to the thirteenth floor and cross the skybridge to Lab D1344.” 


  “Okay,” said Anzhe. 


  He turned and left the lab. Clearly, Lu Feng was with his spore—he could be right next to the glass tank, or reaching out to play the touching game again. Anzhe didn’t know how something like that could happen, but he absolutely did not believe in nonsense like “Lu Feng can trigger the spore’s growth.” The spore hadn’t even been old enough to grow on its own when it had been scooped out of him; it could only grow inside or beside him. 


  The elevator arrived. Inside were two scientists discussing the weather. 


  “Now a heat wave after all that wind? Very strange.”


  “It’s normal for summer. The Base is just better prepared for heat than cold.”


  “True.”


  “But I also heard it’s because of fluctuations in the magnetic fields.”


  “Are the field generators acting up?”


  “The lab next to us noticed a couple abnormal readings. The East Pole is fine, but everyone thinks someone’s adjusting the frequency at the West Pole.”


  “Wow.” The researcher grinned. “Did the Underground City Base finally make some technological progress?”


  “That’s what I’m thinking. Otherwise nobody would dare touch the generators. Their lab has already requested permission from Central Command for a powerful shortwave transmission to contact the Underground City Base.”


  “Everything’s looking up.” 


  Everything was looking up. Anzhe was about to see his own spore. The elevator doors slid open and he walked out. 


  The skybridge connecting the Lighthouse to Central Command was very wide, with clear walls on both sides made of glass, or something similar. Lab D1344 was very easy to find. Anzhe knocked on the door. 


  “Come in,” came a woman’s voice. 


  Anzhe saw the glass tank at the center as soon as he entered. It was as it had looked on TV, and that white blob— 


  That white blob drifted near Lu Feng, in his black uniform as always. He’d put his fingertips on the glass, and the spore was drifting over to him—and then he moved his fingers to a spot very far away from the first. The spore slowly turned around and followed the placement of his fingers. When it was almost there, Lu Feng moved again—intent on keeping away. 


  The sight made Anzhe so angry he almost forgot to breathe. Lu Feng looked the same as usual, but he was clearly delighted. He was having fun teasing his spore.


  Just then, Lu Feng looked up, arching a brow at the sight of Anzhe. 


  Anzhe looked around. The lab was full of complicated machines and surveillance cameras, as well as over a dozen researchers. From his position he could only look at the spore from a distance, never mind absconding with it. 


  No—he could do something. He could at least remove the bully. 


  Anzhe went up to the glass tank. The spore continued drifting near Lu Feng. 


  “What’s wrong?” Lu Feng’s voice was very soft. 


  Anzhe’s words were clipped. “It’s time for dinner.” 


  Lu Feng’s eyes were almost mirthful. Bullying Anzhe’s spore had apparently brought him no end of joy. He went over to Anzhe. “I’m leaving,” he told one of the researchers.


  “Please be sure to come back tomorrow,” they said. 


  Anzhe ground his teeth. He took one last look at the little spore bobbing helplessly in the nutrient solution before the doors of the lab slid cruelly closed. 


  He and Lu Feng walked through the halls back to the lab. 


  “Are you coming back tomorrow?” said Anzhe. Lu Feng made a noncommittal noise. “Were you playing with the specimen?”


  “I was assisting with their research,” Lu Feng said.


  Anzhe refused to fall for his lies. He said nothing in reply. 


  They turned a corner and were back at the skybridge, surrounded by the view of the city at night and the aurora on the horizon. 


  Lu Feng seemed to sense his mood. “Are you upset?”


  Anzhe didn’t say anything. Lu Feng stopped and looked at him. Anzhe stared out at the aurora. The entire world seemed to go silent. 


  Suddenly, his pupils shrank. A stabbing pain swept over him from head to toe; he had no choice but to close his eyes against the sudden brightness. The aurora around them flared with such brilliance it rivaled daylight, as if a bolt of green lightning had ripped through the sky. 


  Lu Feng wrapped his arms around Anzhe’s shoulders and yanked him down. He was pressed bodily to the ground, and the two of them rolled over. It all happened in the span of a second. 


  Anzhe wasn’t hurt. Lu Feng had cushioned him with his arm. He opened his eyes and realized he’d been taken back into the hallway. 


  Lu Feng helped him up. Anzhe’s ears were ringing. He stared out at the skybridge, stunned.


  The aurora was disappearing completely. 


  After the flare, the green light retreated from the sky like the tides. In ten short seconds, its colors faded away and disappeared entirely. 


  The brilliance of the Milky Way suddenly shone across the purplish night sky. 


  Anzhe had never seen this before. He looked down to see the lights of the human city flash wildly, flickering in harmony with the stars above. 


  Lights were flashing in panic in the hallway too. Discordant noises came from the labs; a few researchers came running out. 


  Lu Feng dragged Anzhe back to where he could no longer see the outside. He turned to the scientists running through the hallway, his voice low and steady. “What happened to the magnetic field?”




  Chapter 43


   


  “EMERGENCY GENERATORS ACTIVATED.” 


  “Emergency-use internal communication channels activated.”


  “Emergency defensive systems activated.”


  “Ventilation system activated.” 


  “Radiation shields lowered.” 


  “All departments, remain where you are and await further in­structions.” 


  The hall was filled with cries and discordant footsteps. The announcements were no longer being read by a machine but a human woman. 


  Muffled thumping came from all directions as soon as the voice fell silent. Anzhe looked into the skybridge again, where icy, thick metal dividers slammed down in front of every window. It reminded him of what the Poet had said: When the magnetic field disappeared, cosmic radiation and solar winds assaulted the surface of the earth immediately. 


  Anzhe understood why Lu Feng had dragged him from the skybridge—to take him out of range of cosmic radiation. The Inner City, built at the peak of human technological advancement, was equipped with thick walls made with unique materials to shield them from the barrage.


  The lights inside Central Command flashed violently before stabilizing, but they shone much dimmer than before—they looked stark and pallid, as if drained. 


  One of the researchers in the lab nearest them spoke into his communicator, loud and panicked enough for the whole hallway to hear. 


  “D1342 requests emergency power! These machines cannot shut off!” 


  A different voice joined in. “D1343 requests emergency power for the life support of valuable specimens.” 


  Anzhe didn’t know who was receiving their requests, or whether they would be granted. He stared in the direction of D1344 and reflexively grabbed Lu Feng’s sleeve.


  Lu Feng looked down at him. “Don’t worry.” 


  Anzhe nodded. 


  The voice on the loudspeaker continued: “All senior officers of the Equipment Center, the City Defense Bureau, the Emergency Response Department, and the Logistics and Supply Department please head to Conference Room One on Level Seventeen. Please take the emergency stairs instead of the elevators.


  “Paging Lighthouse Magnetic Field Monitoring, please contact Central Command immediately.


  “Paging Lighthouse Magnetic Field Monitoring, please contact Central Command immediately.”


  The loudspeaker volume had been dialed all the way up, and the voice echoed throughout the hallway. 


  “Are we going back to the Lighthouse?” asked Anzhe. 


  “I’m awaiting orders.” Lu Feng looked to the other end of the skybridge, as if pondering something, then turned back to Anzhe. “Stick close to me.” 


  “Okay,” said Anzhe. 


  “All senior officers of the Command Unit, the Joint Strategy Unit, the Judiciary Court, and the Operations Unit please head to the communications hub on Level Fourteen of Central Command. Please take the emergency stairs instead of the elevators.” 


  As Anzhe followed Lu Feng into the communications hub, he heard a new voice inside. 


  “Northern Base paging Underground City Base. Please respond.


  “Northern Base paging Underground City Base. Please respond.


  “Northern Base paging Underground City Base. Please respond.” 


  The switchboard operator wore a massive set of black headphones. As he spoke, his eyes scanned over a dozen screens, observing as lines and figures leaped and danced. 


  However, his was the only voice on the channel. All that came from the other end was hollow static. 


  A middle-aged man in a black military uniform stood at the center of the room. He had a hard face and an imposing manner; the insignia on his epaulettes identified him as a lieutenant general. 


  The man inclined his head to Lu Feng as he entered. “There you are.” 


  A few more members of the military entered behind Lu Feng. They were all different ranks and from different departments, but their expressions had the same grave seriousness. They sat down as a scattered group in the chairs in the communication hub. Anzhe quietly took a seat next to Lu Feng. 


  The lieutenant general took a call that lasted about thirty seconds. When he hung up, he turned to the amassed officers. “Lighthouse Magnetic Field Monitoring says that the strength of Earth’s magnetic field dropped to zero five minutes ago, but the East Pole under our protection presents no abnormalities. The only possible conclusion is that a critical malfunction has occurred at the West Pole.”


  Anzhe knew how important the magnetic field was for humans. It protected everything on Earth—without it, cosmic radiation and solar winds would ravage all life on the surface. Even losing it for a short period meant the whole world would bake from high temperatures; humans exposed to radiation would fall sick with all sorts of illnesses and either die or mutate. If the magnetic field was gone for a long time, Earth’s atmosphere would eventually dissipate beneath the solar winds and the entire planet would be reduced to a barren desert. 


  There were two human-made magnetic field generators, one at the Northern Base and the other at the Underground City Base. Together they shared the responsibility of maintaining the weak magnetic field that blanketed the entire planet—neither could work without the other. If one malfunctioned, the other would be rendered useless. Communication wasn’t often needed, either. Every night, the aurora rising into the skies was a message to the other base: We’re still here. We’re still safe. 


  But now the aurora was gone. 


  “Reporting,” said one of the technicians calibrating equipment. “With the disappearance of the artificial magnetic field, the ionosphere is in flux. Shortwave communications will not go through.”


  The lieutenant general frowned. After a few seconds of silence, he said, “Activate longwave communications, no matter the cost.”


  “Yes, sir!” 


  In a time where satellite relay systems had been lost, long-distance communication had been made virtually impossible. Most, if not all, messages were now transmitted through radio waves. Shortwave communications traveled through the ionosphere; the artificial magnetic field was weaker than the natural geomagnetic field, so such methods had never been stable. Now, with the disappearance of the magnetic field altogether leaving the ionosphere in complete chaos, it became impossible. 


  But longwave communication was different. It transmitted through the earth by way of land or sea. The signal was strong and stable, but very costly to activate and all messages had to be sent through telegraph. 


  It was also only one-way. They would not be able to communicate unless the recipient had activated longwave transmission too. 


  The orders were carried down the ranks. Finally, the communications hub received the news that the longwave communication system had been activated. 


  The operator picked up the device. A beeping noise sounded at different lengths and intervals as a message was input into the system and then sent through the communications channel. 


  “Northern Base paging the Underground City Base. Please respond.” 


  There was a long silence. 


  “The Underground City has the most comprehensive infrastructure among the four human bases. I can’t imagine it falling to disaster,” said one officer. “Let’s hope it’s just an equipment malfunction.”


  As soon as the words left his mouth, a deafening burst of static screeched through the receiver, hissing and rustling, so dissonant it seemed to have come from the boundless universe—or perhaps the dying breaths of a gargantuan monster. 


  Everyone in the room held their breath. Twenty or so seconds passed before they heard an audible signal. 


  Beep.


  Beep-beep. 


  Beep. Beep— 


  —went the telegram. The operator shuddered with his whole body and nearly collapsed over the table in his effort to record the missive. 


  “What did it say?” asked the lieutenant general, five minutes later.


  The operator’s face had drained of all color. His lips quivered as he stared at the paper with the message. “They said…the Underground City Base…was attacked by a group of aberrations working together, and they suffered heavy casualties. They’re currently…fighting back…and trying to repair the generator. They have less than twenty percent of their stored ammunition left… Nuclear weapons have been depleted, and they don’t have enough soldiers. Requesting…” 


  He gritted his teeth. “Requesting reinforcements.” 


  Silence fell.




  Chapter 44


   


  THE SILENCE heralded an unbelievably difficult decision: to send rescue efforts, or not? 


  Someone broke the silence. “Can they be contacted again?”


  “There’s no response.”


  “The meeting in Conference Room One just concluded. With our current resources, assuming we can secure the entire city, we should be able to hold out for at least three days—perhaps as many as ten.”


  “What if we can’t?”


  “If we take just the Gemini towers and Eden into account, we have enough for fifteen to thirty days—not accounting for the weather. The worst-case scenario would involve the transfer of core personnel to the underground bunker beneath Eden for long-term survival.” 


  “We have a little hope, at least.” 


  Silence fell again. After a long beat, it was finally broken by a new voice. “Are we going to help?”


  The lieutenant general looked around the room. Anzhe had heard the announcement that summoned them for the meeting; he knew only the highest-ranking officers from the Command Unit, Joint Strategy Unit, and Operations Unit were present. Unlike the meeting of logistics and defense personnel going on in Conference Room One, everyone here had experience on the front lines. 


  But even Anzhe knew how dangerous this mission would be. What could have driven the most advantageously positioned of the human bases so close to destruction that it couldn’t even safeguard the magnetic field generator? 


  By the time reinforcements arrived, the Base might already be dead. Or the chaotic weather could throw the squad off course into the Pacific Ocean. Or it was possible that if the Northern Base used their own reserve of military equipment to help the Underground City, they’d be left powerless when aberrations worked together to attack their base. 


  In the long silence that followed, Anzhe heard Lu Feng speak from the seat next to him. “I’ll lead the team.” 


  The lieutenant general watched him for a very long time. “You are our best option,” he said. 


  Anzhe looked at Lu Feng as well. He understood why the lieutenant general would say that. The variation in mutations within just one region was massive, and the Northern Base and the Underground City were separated by the entire Pacific Ocean. The behaviors and tactics of the creatures over there were impossible to imagine. 


  Who could adapt best to such uncertainty? Someone who often went into the Abyss. The monsters there were an unreal, chaotic mixture, possessing traits of virtually every aberrant form. 


  Another officer spoke up. “I have experience with command in joint warfare efforts. Requesting authorization to join.” 


  “The captain of mercenary squad AR137,” suggested Lu Feng. “Operator, please ask if he’s willing to join.”


  “Mr. Hubbard has agreed.” 


  The meeting concluded. As they were leaving, the lieutenant general stopped Lu Feng. “Who will take over your work at the Judiciary Court?”


  “My deputy.”


  “Is he up to the task?”


  “Yes.” 


  The Judiciary Court’s office was housed within the same building, and as they walked out, Seran came up to them. “Colonel,” he said softly. 


  Lu Feng made a noise of acknowledgment. In the dim light, the rims of Seran’s eyes looked red. Lu Feng left—he still had much to do. 


  Seran led Anzhe to the Judiciary Court’s office to rest. After a while, Anzhe made an excuse and slipped away to the thirteenth floor, where the doors to D1344 were still lit up.


  He could hear the scientists talking inside. They were saying they had run out of time, that they had to use what little they had left to carry out the rest of the experiments. Anzhe lowered his head. His mushroom body was too soft and fragile to rush in now without a plan. 


  He returned to the lobby on the ground floor. 


  People ran back and forth. Seran went over to him. Anzhe was watching it all in silence: the scurrying groups of humans, the never-ending announcements, the flickering lights and the intermittent electricity. It had all happened so quickly. Humanity’s fate was surely as ephemeral as the aurora in the sky. 


  By eleven o’clock at night, the Equipment Center sent word that preparations were complete.


  By midnight, the Logistics and Supply Department sent word that their preparations were complete as well.


  At one in the morning, maintenance on the PL1109 jets was complete. The fighter jet squadron prepared for takeoff. 


  There was a distant rumbling. Ground control required clear sightlines, so the shield walls slid up and let the scalding rays and howling winds through. Everyone retreated to the safe zone at the very back of the lobby. A bright line appeared in the far distance. As Anzhe squinted in that direction, he made out the shape of the massive aircraft by the lights on its wings and cockpit. Three PL1109 fighter jets, followed by an entire squadron in formation, glided smoothly toward them.


  Anzhe had read all about the PL1109. Its fuselage was fully radiation-proof, and it possessed an independent cruising system that didn’t need guidance from the magnetic field. It was a masterpiece of human technology. Humanity had prophesized and prepared for this coming disaster far in advance, but no one knew how well these prophecies and preparations would actually serve. 


  Anzhe finally understood why all the roads at the Base were so smooth, sturdy, and wide. The military base which connected directly to the city center, the massive buffer zones, the tarmac and airstrips everywhere the eye could see—they’d been constructed a century ago with everything the humans back then had at their disposal. None of it had been done for style or preference—the entire Inner City had been designed to face the war that might arrive at its doorstep. 


  Another sliding gate opened, and out walked a group of officers dressed in black combat gear. 


  Anzhe spotted Lu Feng at once. He was tall and stood very straight, the lines of his body clean and angular. The combat gear didn’t afford him the lofty elegance and distance of the Judge’s uniform; in this more casual style, he looked more horrible than ever. 


  But Anzhe refused to call him horrible tonight; Lu Feng was a wonderful human.  


  Lu Feng went over to them with his old uniform jacket folded over his arm. Seran took it. 


  “Stay close to Seran,” said Lu Feng, fixing his gaze on Anzhe. Then he turned to Seran. “Watch over him,” he told him. 


  It was just a few words, but Anzhe sensed a threatening undertone—as if venturing too far would mean certain punishment. 


  He frowned and looked up at Lu Feng. Lu Feng reached out and tousled his hair. There was none of the usual mockery or apathy in his eyes. Anzhe even found them gentle somehow.


  The man had volunteered to go to the Underground City Base on the other side of the planet. Anzhe felt like he should say something—perhaps tell him to stay safe, to take care, or something along those lines. 


  Anzhe opened his mouth, but then realized the colonel was probably tired of hearing such things. He looked ready to handle anything on his own without the need for such platitudes. 


  In the end, all Anzhe said was, “I made mushroom soup tonight.” By now, it wouldn’t be as good as it was freshly made, no matter how strong the insulation. 


  Lu Feng’s eyes brimmed with mirth. “Thank you,” he said. “Make it again for me when I’m back.” 


  His eyes, the color of fireflies in the deepest forest on a summer night, were fixed on Anzhe. He might have leaned in ever so slightly. For a moment, Anzhe thought Lu Feng was drawing closer to him, but that notion soon disappeared. 


  “I might not come back,” he rasped. “Take care of yourself.”


  Anzhe hummed his assent. He watched as Lu Feng turned and left without looking back, walking onto the makeshift jetway. 


  Anzhe had lost count of how many times he’d watched Lu Feng walk into the distance. He didn’t know how the man always managed to continue forward—he could shoot his own compatriot without hesitation, yet was ready to sacrifice his own life at any given moment. 


  A dust storm followed the howling gales. Night had covered everything, rendering the dancing sand into an endless evening fog. In the hazy, moonlit sky, engines rumbled as the pitch-black PL1109 fighter jets smoothly began takeoff.


  Their outstretched wings made them look like massive birds, shrinking in Anzhe’s sight as they rose far up into the air, until they became infinitesimal black dots that disappeared into the vast and glittering Milky Way. 


  There was another distant rumbling. It was the sonic boom—the jets were accelerating.


  Anzhe could see no sign of them anymore. 


  Everyone stared up at the boundless sky. A solemn silence fell within the hall, one that lasted a long time before people finally began to disperse. 


  Anzhe stayed where he was. Light footsteps sounded behind him. It was Seran.


  “I used to wonder why the colonel chose me as his successor,” Seran said. “I couldn’t see what traits or standards he looked for in a Judge. Now, contrary to what everyone else believes, I think he values compassion, not ruthlessness. Humankind First doesn’t mean compassion for any one person, but rather the fate of the entire human race. That’s the source of our unwavering faith.” Seran’s voice was very soft and slightly ragged. “From the bottom of my heart, I hope that one hundred years from now, people won’t have to contend with what we’re facing today. If humans still exist by then.”


  Anzhe said nothing. He looked up at the star-studded night sky, into a glittering sea that had no shore. 


  Seran draped the military jacket around his shoulders. “When the aurora lights up again, the colonel will return.”
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  Characters


   


  The identity of certain characters may be a spoiler; use this guide with caution on your first read of the novel.


   


  MAIN CHARACTERS


   


  ANZHE 安折 “TO BEND”: Just a little mushroom who gained sentience and took on certain special qualities after a rainstorm bent him in half.


   


  LU FENG 陆沨 “SOUND OF RUSHING WATER”: A human, and the Judge of the Northern Base’s Judiciary Court; he also holds the military rank of colonel.


   


  SUPPORTING CHARACTERS


   


  OUTER CITY


   


  AN ZE: Not a mushroom.


  DUSAY: A madam who runs a brothel in sublevel three of the black market.


  GEORGE: An Ze’s old friend and neighbor.


  HUBBARD: The illustrious captain of the mercenary squad AR137.


  JIMSON: A cell phone dealer in the black market.


  THE POET: Serving a life sentence in a cell under the City Defense Bureau for inciting resistance.


  SHAW SCOTT: A doll maker in the black market, well known for his realistic handiwork.


  VANCE: A mercenary in the squad that discovers Anzhe in the wild.


   


  INNER CITY


   


  COLIN: A dissenter who protests against the Judiciary Act and the authority accorded to the Judge.


  JI BORAN: Known as Doctor Ji or simply the Doctor; one of the top scientists in the Northern Base.


  LILY: A young girl from above the twentieth floor of Eden.


  MADAM LU: Lu Feng’s biological mother; a scientist who researches reproductive technology.


  SERAN: An arbiter and Lu Feng’s second-incommand.


  SINAN: An unusual young boy who stands out from his peers. Lily is his only friend.


   


  Pronunciation Guide


   


  Mandarin Chinese is the official state language of mainland China, and pinyin is the official system of romanization in which it is written. As Mandarin is a tonal language, pinyin uses diacritical marks (e.g., ā, á, ǎ, à) to indicate these tonal inflections. Most words use one of four tones, though some are a neutral tone. Furthermore, regional variance can change the way native Chinese speakers pronounce the same word. For those reasons and more, please consider the guide below a simplified introduction to pronunciation of select character names and sounds from the world of Little Mushroom.


  More resources are available at sevenseasdanmei.com


   


  NOTE ON SPELLING


  Romanized Mandarin Chinese words with identical spelling in pinyin—and even pronunciation—may well have different meanings. These words are more easily differentiated in written Chinese, which uses logographic characters.


   


  NAMES


  Anzhe


  Anzh as in lunge


  e as in uh


   


  Lu Feng


  Lu as in loop


  Feng as in sung but with the f sound


   


  An Ze


  An as in uncle


  Ze as in zircon


   


  GENERAL CONSONANTS


  Some Mandarin Chinese consonants sound very similar, such as z/c/s and zh/ch/sh. Audio samples will provide the best opportunity to learn the difference between them.


   


  X: somewhere between the sh in sheep and s in silk


  Q: a very aspirated ch as in charm


  C: ts as in pants


  Z: z as in zoom


  S: s as in silk


  CH: ch as in charm


  ZH: dg as in dodge


  SH: sh as in shave


  G: hard g as in graphic


   


  GENERAL VOWELS


  The pronunciation of a vowel may depend on its preceding consonant. For example, the “i” in “shi” is distinct from the “i” in “di.” Vowel pronunciation may also change depending on where the vowel appears in a word, for example the “i” in “shi” versus the “i” in “ting.” Finally, compound vowels are often—though not always—pronounced as conjoined but separate vowels. You’ll find a few of the trickier compounds below.


   


  IU: as in ewe


  IE: ye as in yes


  UO: war as in warm
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  About the Author


   


  Yi Shi Si Zhou is an author signed with JJWXC. While her writing covers a variety of themes from one book to the next, she is especially adept at building unique, spectacular worlds of fantasy. She dreams of turning into an octopus.




  Footnotes


   


  Chapter 6


  [1] The “zhe” in Anzhe’s name means “bent.”


   


  Chapter 31


  [2] The Phantom of the Jungle: In Memory of the Dead of Hukawng Valley is a poem by 20th century Chinese poet Mu Dan.
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  Thank you for reading!


  Get the latest news about your favorite Seven Seas books and brand-new licenses delivered to your inbox every week:


  Sign up for our newsletter!


  Or visit us online:


  gomanga.com/newsletter
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