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Eifie’s House, Xunil

“I’m going where?” Eifie stabs her spoon into her bowl of mashed potatoes. A death glare emanates from her teenage visage, but it doesn’t even faze the target of her indignation.

“Now, dear,” her mother says soothingly, trying to calm her down from the other side of the table. “Your father and I have some important business to attend to, and it just wouldn’t do if you just sat at home doing nothing at all.”

Eifie looks to her father for support, who shrinks just a bit from his daughter’s upset state but maintains his wife’s stance. “You know we can’t look after you all the time, Eifueo. Your mother’s an administrator of Xunil. Administrator Calitea! She’s responsible for the whole city!”

Although she hesitates when her father uses her actual name, Eifie’s urge to stay somewhere she knows outweighs whatever business her parents might have to attend to. Her spoon starts to tip, the potato not strong enough to hold it firmly in place. “But I can take care of myself, and I’ve stayed home before! Also if I can’t stay here, why do I have to go to Demauge of all places? It’s an entire city away!”

“This is a very important meeting with some of the other leaders in Barin,” her mother explains. “It might take up both the whole morning and the afternoon, and you can’t stay here. The others would have my head if I let a 15-year-old listen in to what’s supposed to be a private conversation. As for why you’re headed to Demauge…” She looks to Eifie’s father, who nods knowingly. “We figured you could get to know some more people, make some new friends, and an event like the annual Demauge HackFest is a great place to find others with the same interests as your own.”

The spoon falls over completely, gently clinking as it touches the mouth of the bowl. Eifie sighs, taking the spoon and dipping it into the potato to resume her meal. “Fine. But only for tomorrow. I’ll be getting up at five in the morning?”

Her parents both smile widely, clearly relieved that their daughter agreed to their plan. “Yes, that’s right. But that shouldn’t be a problem for you at all,” says her father.

“Only because you make me get up at six every morning like someone going to school in Leeco,” Eifie mumbles.

“We’ve been over this, getting up earlier is great for—”

“Yeah, yeah, whatever.”

There is a silence that is filled only by the sounds of spoons moving in and out of mashed potato and quiet chewing.

“More potato?” offers her father, noticing that Eifie has nearly finished her dinner.

“No.” Eifie gulps down the last of her meal and pushes herself away from the table, turning and heading straight up to her room.

“She needs some friends,” comments her mother to her father as they watch her leave.



Xunil Train Station, Xunil

Eifie looks around uninterestedly at the aging technologies around her. “Mom, when are you going to upgrade these lousy bullet trains? They’re so slow, I could go faster in public transit.”

“Trains are public transit, Eifie, just between cities. We can upgrade the trains as soon as the other cities agree to pay for their bit to renovate. I think right now only Demauge and Ciers are ready to switch to maglev.”

“So why can’t we upgrade those? If you could travel to Demauge by maglev—ugh, by the way, why use maglev when we have vacuum tubes—I could wake up an hour later.”

Her mother sighs but smiles tiredly. “To upgrade the train system, there’s a lot of checkboxes that have to be filled—one of which being that every city with a station has to agree to any major changes.”

“That’s the dumbest checkbox I’ve ever heard about.”

“You’re quite right, it is. But that’s the way things are, so you’ll have to live with getting up an hour early.” She hands Eifie a train ticket along with a backpack. “Remember how to use these?”

Eifie rolls her eyes, taking her bag and the ticket. “Yes, mom, I’ve only been riding these since I was, like, ten.”

“Good. I’ve beamed the information you need to your phone, which should be enough to get you to the venue. And, just in case, I’ve also listed some emergency addresses you should look out for if you’re in trouble. They’re very nice friends of mine, no need to worry, since I know you can be a bit shy at times—”

“Mom!”

“Ah, sorry. Be safe, dear!”

“A train is arriving on the Xunil–Leeco Line, heading west. The next station is: Demauge Station. Please stand clear of the doors.”

“There’s my train.” Eifie takes a step toward the approaching machinery, but stops and looks back. She closes her arms around her mother for just a second before dashing for the station platform. “Bye, mom! And…thanks!”

Her mother just smiles and waves at her shrinking back.
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“You are now arriving at: Demauge Station. The doors will open on the: left side. Please stand clear of the doors.

Eifie is aroused from her sleep by the electronic female voice. She looks around the decelerating train while fingering her backpack to see the unique black-and-yellow Demaugean checkpoints fill her view. “Finally,” she yawns, standing up to stretch her legs after the ride.

“Finally indeed, my young lady!” A boisterous voice very close to her side exclaims, and she flinches a little before turning to the slender man in front of her. She notices that he wears a top hat, along with…a set of impressively clean pyjamas? Combined with an abundance of facial hair—the short black beard manages to look striking even with its tangles—his appearance only makes Eifie more wary of his jovial tone.

“Wha—”

“You’re up! And at such a good time, too!” he says, gesturing wildly. “I’ve been staring at your pretty face for nearly an hour now! If you hadn’t gotten up soon, I’d have had to…ahem…employ alternative measures.”

Rendered speechless, Eifie just slowly backs away and pats down every one of the pockets on her bag and on her person, her gaze never leaving the unyielding grin of the strange man in the top hat. He’s been doing what for an hour now?

“Ah, how rude of me!” the man’s eyes suddenly widen. “My name is George Anstion, pleased to meet you.”

The train at this point has finally come to a complete stop. “Um, yes. I’m Eifie.”

“‘Eifie’, eh? That’s an unusual name around these parts.” George thoughtfully strokes his beard. “With no last name, either. Might you perhaps be…Xunilean?”

“…Yes? We just came from Xunil.”

The beard-stroking intensifies as his gaze turns to the ceiling. “That would mean…oh, no! I must have missed my stop! Young lady,” he reaches his hands out for Eifie’s shoulders, but she shies away, “tell me, are we in Demauge, Kora, or Emina? These trains are so fast I daresay I won’t miss my meeting even if we’re in Ptuyo!”

Before she can decide whether to answer the eccentric man or just end the conversation right there, the doors open, and another mechanical message is played.

“You have now arrived at: Demauge Station. The doors have opened on the: left side.”

Truth be told, Eifie’s very unnerved by his presence, so she just says, “This is my stop,” then turns around and speedwalks as fast as possible while trying not to make it look like she’s speedwalking away as fast as possible. As soon as she hears the bullet train depart behind her, she lets out a quiet sigh of relief, next turning her sights to the imposing edifice that is the intertribal gateway for Demauge. This early in the morning, there are barely any people in line for the few security checkpoints that are open, so Eifie picks and walks to the closest one from her.

“Identification?” A bored-sounding voice calls out to her as she approaches. The border patrol agent, dressed in a simple black uniform with yellow highlights and the yellow star of Demauge on his chest, is young and looks like he would rather be in bed than talk to people.

“Uh, yes, I have it right here…” Eifie fumbles around in her bag for a while before she finds her official pink ID and places it on the counter.

The officer takes the card from her. “Another one of you Xunilers. I don’t know why Farele ever bothered to give you travel passes.” He leans in close to read the text. “Your name’s ‘ee-fwee-oh’?” he says almost mockingly, sneering at her.

Eifie shrinks back slightly, face just a little flushed. “It’s ‘eff-way-oh’,” she says.

In response to her correction, the man just snorts and flicks the card back at her. It hits her chest and falls to the ground. “Whatever, man. None of your names make sense. Hand over your Free Travel Pass.”

Crouching to pick up her fallen identification, she then returns it to her bag and presents the guard with another card—this time, it’s her blue Farele Free Travel Pass, allowing her to travel anywhere in the tribe of Farele. The guard snatches it from her hands, looks hard at it, and once again chucks it back at her. This time she’s ready, however, and catches it in midair.

“You’re good,” grumbles the border agent, pressing a button to open the gate. Eifie nods wordlessly, walking through the border to enter the city of Demauge.



Demauge

It takes no more than a minute before Eifie misses the comforts of Xunil. As soon as she steps onto a busy street, human-controlled cars and bikes fly past her, making their presence known by blasting her with loud honks. After taking a few harried steps back to the safety of the sidewalk, she remembers, annoyingly, that there is no decentralised network here in Demauge—or really anywhere outside of Xunil—and so sighs, taking out her phone to follow the directions her mother had sent her in advance.

Turn left onto Triplesea Street.

After two blocks, turn right onto Stadio Avenue.

Right before the highway, turn left onto Deathfalcon Drive.

Much to Eifie’s amusement, the creativity of naming common infrastructure instead of using numbers doesn’t end there. When she reaches the last instruction, the smile that graces her features lasts all the way until her destination.

Continue until you reach the Ceseo Convention Centre. You can’t miss it; it’s a giant glowing cup of coffee.

The venue for what was supposedly one of the most prestigious competitions in Demauge was held in a large cylindrical building, with what could clearly be recognised as handles sticking out from one side.

It’s as if the building’s designers wanted to make it a coffee cup.
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Ceceo Convention Centre, Demauge

Looking around at the contrast between the playful names and the drab, uniformly black-and-yellow buildings, Eifie only finds it more odd that the convention centre is designed in the shape of a large mug. From the sleek shaded windows that wrap all around the exterior to the automatic curved glass sliding doors from which a constant stream of people flow in and out of, the cup seems like it would fit much better in the heart of Xunil. She’s going to remember this when she returns home.

Finally taking her eyes away from the spectacular structure, Eifie tries to avoid bumping into any people as she slips through the crowd to enter the venue. Inside, the first thing that catches her attention is the sheer number of participants present. Although she could have expected it, it still catches her off-guard and she only finds the reception desk by the surprisingly vacant space in one arc of the large circular room. There are only a couple of people waiting in line, which is unexpected, but—

“Registration ends in one minute. Please check in if you haven’t already.”

The reason for the line is made known by the speakers hanging on the ceiling throughout the room. Eifie scrambles to get in line. A man in a black-and-yellow uniform holds open the barrier for her, allowing her to pass before he seals the line behind her. “Cutting it a little close, miss.”

“Thanks,” she says as she speeds by. At the front of the line, Eifie hands over her registration document along with her identification. The man manning the desk scans her paper with a beep and verifies it with her pink card, smirking a little as he reads the name printed on it. “‘Ee-fwee-oh’? You’re the first Xuniler we’ve had here for quite a while now. I thought you folks didn’t care about our HackFests?” He drops a lanyard with her name on it on the counter in front of her.

Eifie is unsure of exactly how to reply to the passive-aggressive statement, so she just takes the items given, makes a little awkward nod, then leaves for the crowd surrounding a central stage. It’s when she reaches the edge of the mob of people that the room begins to dim, save for the few lights that illuminate the raised platform. All around them, the windows tilt so that the sunlight outside is slowly filtered out. The chattering around her starts to quiet down as a sharply dressed woman takes centre stage, tapping the microphone a few times before she starts to speak energetically.

“Welcome, Demauge, to your annual HackFest!” Cheering erupts from the crowd which had become nearly silent as the woman took the stage. “My name is Siava Pythone, and I’ll be your event coordinator this year! I understand that normally this position is normally taken by our very own Head Administrator, Minestro, but unfortunately he can’t make it today.”

Some in the audience look disappointed that the leader of Xunil is absent, and a couple even leave at this news. “But that’s not to say we don’t have an amazing event planned for you guys!” continues Siava. “We’ve prepared incredible kits for you all to design a plan for this year’s machine: a drone!”

The reaction from those around Eifie ranges from disinterested sighing to excited flailing. “We know you love having more freedom with your hardware, so we’ve equipped dozens of sensors and even more features into our drone here for you to play with! Once you’re assigned your groups, you’ll be given ten hours to analyse, design, and execute whatever you have in mind for your drone.”
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“You’ll be given a number which will tell you which station you should head to,” Siava explains, pointing out at the ring of tables outside the crowd lining the walls illuminated by glowing numbers. “In fact, my sources tell me that they’ll be coming in in about a minute or so, so why don’t we move on to the part I’m sure you’ve been waiting for: the prizes!

“The winning team will get one of the drones you’ll be experimenting on today for each person! Second place will be getting free copies of our new development software, and the team in third will receive free cups of their favourite Ciersian-style tea!”

The prizes seem acceptable to Eifie, although she doesn’t know if Ciersian-style tea fits with the other technological prizes, tasty as it might be.

The card attached on her lanyard vibrates loudly, and all around the room people are looking down to see a highlighted number on the top-right corner of the card. “It seems like you’ve all been assigned numbers, so take a look on your HackFest cards and meet up with your teammates at your station! Ready? Ten hours starts…now!”

The lights all come back on as the mass of people starts to move in every direction, scrambling to get to their stations as fast as possible. Eifie reaches her own station number 33 to see that her teammates all appear to have arrived before her. Consisting of a girl with auburn hair and glasses, a heavyset boy of sorts about her height, and an especially tall boy, they look up at her as she arrives at the circular station.

“Hey,” greets the stout boy. “So you’re the last one? I’m Kyle, he’s Tony, and she’s Hannah.” He points to himself, the tall boy, and the girl in turn, who all give a little wave.

Eifie waves back, a little timidly. “I’m…Eifie.”

“Great, cool, yeah. Anyway, let’s get started,” says Kyle, flicking his eyes to the box in the centre of the table. He yanks off the lid with some effort, then they all lean over the table to look inside the box. Inside is one of the most boring drones Eifie has seen. It looks like large gray metal cube with four rotors on top of each corner. No firework launchers, no machine guns, and no force fields. Nothing she hadn’t seen before.

Hannah lets out an impressed whistle. “That’s one sick little flying beast.”

Kyle takes out the drone and holds it out to Tony without looking at him, who takes it without complaint. “Right. They also gave us some computers that I would guess can talk to the drone…” Four identical black laptops are handed one by one to Tony, who distributes one to each person. Eifie looks at her own and is mildly disappointed. The chassis feels like cheap plastic and smells of sharp sanitiser, the laptop itself is thicker than her notebook, and it doesn’t fold at all.

The others look satisfied with the hardware, however. “Damn,” says Hannah, “this puppy could destroy my laptop at home. Think we get to keep them?”

Kyle performs a deep sniff close to the physical keyboard. “Nah. These are loaners.”

As they wait for their development software to load—funnily enough, the computers themselves booted near-instantly—Kyle rubs his hands together and looks at each of them. “So,” he says, “any ideas?”

Tony raises his hand. Hannah says, “We can make it a user-configurable device. What if we program different options like camera mode or package mode?” It’s not a bad idea, although maybe a little more boring than Eifie would have hoped.

Tony’s hand falls back down. Kyle nods appreciably. “That could give us a good chance of getting into the top ten, but what can we add to really stand out? Tony, Eifie, what do you think?”

Tony’s hand extends in the air again. Eifie looks at him and nods to let him know he can start. “We should find what drone can do,” Tony says, and Eifie’s not at all surprised that his voice is deep and gruff.

“I think so too,” says Eifie. “That we should look at the drone.”

“That makes sense, yeah,” says Kyle. “But there’s a manual on these computers that should have all the information, let’s see…” He clicks a few buttons and starts reading off the screen. “For input, this thing accepts connections between 5.02 to 5.04 GHz from remote devices, and contains infrared, visible, proximity, radar, gyro, and acceleration sensors. It also has three really good arms, two on either side and one on the bottom. To move around, this can hover while holding up to 200 newtons, and has a maximum speed of 20 kilometres per hour at that weight. This year, HackFest’s really outdone themselves.”

Hannah nods in agreement. “Yeah, it’s actually a lot nicer this year too, look at all of our built-ins—they even have some cool AI stuff!”

“Got it,” says Kyle. “I’ve shared a project with you all; tell me if you haven’t received it. You guys all know French?”

“Yes.” Tony nods.

“Who doesn’t?” Hannah rolls her eyes.

“Um, I know French, but I know FrenchScript a little more…?” All three of her teammates look at Eifie, shocked by her statement.

“FrenchScript?” snickers Hannah. “What are you, a Xuniler?”

“Yeah,” laughs Kyle. “Who even wants to learn that bastard of a language, anyway?”

Tony just looks disappointedly at her.

“French is fine,” she concedes quietly.

“Heh,” chuckles Kyle, continuing the onslaught against the language, “imagine knowing FrenchScript, am I right?” He and Hannah share a good mocking laugh while Tony leans back in his chair, relaxed. “Anyway, with that aside, why don’t we get started with design? Eifie, you come up with some ideas. Hannah, you come up with some designs for Eifie’s ideas—or you can make your own. Tony, you structure it and make some algorithms, and then I’ll do the actual programming. Cool?”

Eifie has some objections, but she doesn’t want to appear combative so she just nods along with Tony.

“Cool from me,” says Hannah. With that, Tony and Kyle turn to their computers—presumably to set up their working environment while Hannah brings up a new file and looks into Eifie’s eyes.

“All right, Eifie.” Hannah pauses. “Wow, that’s weird to say.” She shakes her head. “Anyway, shoot me with your brilliant ideas.”
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Eifie taps the table thoughtfully, looking down to avoid looking directly into Hannah’s eyes. “How about…we add some fun stuff with those arms, like have it be a personal assistant or something? It could respond to voice commands, carry your stuff for you, follow you around, or play some games!” She taps faster on the table as she speaks, becoming more animated by the second.

“Yeaaah, the voice stuff’s not going to work.” Hannah shakes her head. “That’s hard and not practical at all, and there are so many edge cases. What’re you going to do if, like, someone walked in the way of the drone as it’s flying to another person? It’s best to have the person remain in control at all times so that they’re responsible for anything that happens.”

Safety wasn’t exactly at the top of Eifie’s mind when she had come up with the idea, but now she took it under consideration. “All right then…um…” That and practicality. Why did it have to be practical? “The drone could cut your hair or give you a massage?”

Hannah sighs, looking unimpressed. “No, Eifie. It’s supposed to be useful.”

From the other side of the table, Kyle asks them, “You have any ideas yet? We’ve been ready for ages.”

“Yep!” Hannah says. “We can set up a remote to pick things up and move them around, mostly human-operated.”

Kyle looks pleased. “Good. Tony, start writing something for the main calculation bit; I’ll do the other backend stuff. You two,” he points to the girls, “take frontend and interface.”

A/N: Pace increase because I just want this part to be over since it’s so filler

They agree and start working, Hannah and Eifie on the same subproject. Nine hours in, Eifie’s finished and is adding an extra feature here and an extra feature there when Hannah joins Eife’s codebase. “What’s all this— Why are your variable names so long? You still use intérface instead of graphique? Why do you have plus-equals one here when you can just—” her eyes widen like until they’re the size of dishes. “Comments? You’re a commenter?”

Tony and Kyle sharply raise their heads at the word. “Wait—” tries Eifie, but—

“A commenter?” Kyle interrupts quietly, glowering at Eifie. “You put comments in our code? Get out of our project. Now!”

“I thought it w-would make it easier to read—” Eifie says, shifting slowly away from the others.

Tony looks at her threateningly. “Comments don’t belong in code. Ever. Don’t touch our code again.”

“I’m just going to go over here,” Eifie whispers, standing up and holding her laptop with both hands. The overwhelming aura of anger from her teammates is palpable, but she tries not to feel too upset as she finds an unoccupied section of wall and sits down against it, far away from the other groups. Absentmindedly twirling her hair in circles, she looks blankly at the open development environment on the display in front of her. What did Demaugeans have against comments and meaningful variable names? Even in her previous visits to Demauge she had never experienced such a hostile reaction to Xunil-style programming.

Her hair-twirling stops and she rests her hands on the keyboard, just typing whatever she wants to type, but her thoughts are swirling around. Honestly, she’s considering just leaving and going home. There isn’t much to enjoy here, and everyone seems to hate her. What would her team lose if she left? They didn’t want her anyway, and even if they did, she was useless. She couldn’t come up with any good ideas, she couldn’t program like they could…

“Hey!” an upbeat female voice calls, and Eifie stops typing randomly and looks up to see none other than the event coordinator, Siava, stride over to her shadowed section along the wall holding a clipboard in her right hand. “You all right, there?”

Eifie rubs her face, noticing only now that it’s been frowning the whole time she’s been sitting down. She tries for a tired smile. Not hard at all. “Yes.”

Siava studies her for a moment, left hand on her waist with a finger tapping against her hip. She looks around at the tables around Eifie, her gaze lingering on 33 for a smidge longer. “Yeah?” She looks down at her clipboard, eyes moving up and down like reading a list. “What’s your name?”

“Eifie.”

“Eifueo?”

Eifie opens her mouth to correct her before she shivers a bit when she realises that Siava’s the first one to pronounce her name correctly. “Just Eifie,” she says anyway.

“Gotcha.” Siava nods. “Eifie it is, then. What are you doing so far away from your group?”

Taking a few moments to figure out how to answer the question, Eifie answers hesitantly, “We…had a small disagreement about…formatting issues.”

Siava frowns. “You mean they beat you up for writing Xunil-style code? That’s a real shame. Can I see?” She turns the laptop toward her, briefly skimming the lines of symbols and characters. “Yeah, I’m sorry to say this, but you should have known what you were getting into when you joined a Demaugean competition. They don’t seem to like Xunil very much, did you know? Everything related to you guys just seems to get shot down and buried.”

Based on everything this city has been throwing at her, Eifie thinks that they sent that last message loud and clear. “I’ll remember that,” she says simply.

“But hey,” Siava grins. “you’ve got a lot of code here, right? Why don’t we see how it runs?”

Eifie looks at her blankly. “But I can’t submit it.”

“No worries! I’ll just grab a drone. We have to show the code to everyone if you present it officially—they’ll crucify you if you do that—but I don’t mind at all. It’s just formatting, that’s what I say.”

“…I guess.” Eifie isn’t exactly inspired by Siava’s confidence, but she has her own pride in her own work and is willing to share it with others. If she’s being honest with herself, she wants Siava to praise her work too. As an event coordinator of such a large competition, she’s bound to be experienced in the field.

Siava takes out a drone from seemingly nowhere and places it on the ground. “Run it whenever you’re ready.”

Eifie starts the program. Lines flash across her screen as the code compiles for just over a second and then—

Test 19/20 failed: memory access violation.

Frustration from years of experience with errors that simply should not have been there builds up, but Eifie remains calm. Swallowing her pride which had been slowly growing up until that point, she lets out an audible exhale. “Um, I don’t think it’s ready quite yet.”

Siava furrows her forehead, concentrating briefly, but she lights up in just a moment. “There’s your problem: line 7. You forgot to initialise the interface.”

Flushing slightly at such an amateurish mistake, Eifie rapidly corrects the line and runs the program again. “Thanks.”

This time, the drone lets out a cheerful beep. Neither Eifie nor Siava say anything for several seconds.

“Is that it?” says Siava, sounding just a bit disappointed. “You Xunileans have always been great at coming up with creati—oh!”

At the word “up”, the drone starts to rise up in the air. Eifie stands, leaving the laptop on the ground and says, “Stop!” when the drone reaches her height.
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The drone rapidly decelerates and starts to hover in place after a few seconds. “Cool stuff!” comments Siava. “I see you’ve used some of the AI built-ins for voice recognition. You might want an activation keyword or something so that it doesn’t start rising whenever someone says something, though.”

“O-oh, yes, of course.”

“So, what else can it do?” Siava walks closer to the drone.

“It can…ah…juggle blocks?” Instantly after Eifie says the words, the drone flies to a pile of blocks, extends its arms, and picks up three of them, juggling the wooden cubes with two of its arms.

The expression on Siava’s face becomes one of intrigue. “This isn’t a built-in, right? Interesting…”

Eifie nods. “In Xunil, there’s always a stronger focus on telling the computer the end result instead of how to get there.” She sighs. “It seems like the other way around here because everyone uses French.”

Siava closes her eyes, nodding intently. “That’s right, the functional programming paradigm. I’ve never understood exactly how it worked. But anyway, back to your drone—you said that you told it what to do instead of how to do it? That sounds like it makes things a lot easier for the developer.”

“I’m pretty sure it does, but I don’t know exactly how it compares to doing something in French where you have to set each state of the program manually. There might be some benefits to doing it the French way, but FrenchScript is purely functional and that’s the language I know best.”

Siava chuckles. “Funny how two languages can be named so similarly but have completely different philosophies, don’t you think?”

Eifie quietly laughs along. “Yeah. But FrenchScript can really do a lot,” she defends. “You just have to look at it in a different way. For example, to get this juggling,” she gestures at the drone that is still throwing and catching the wooden blocks, “you only have to tell the drone that you want it to be under the lowest ball and that you want it to eventually hold the ball if a given set of assumptions are correct, such as gravitational acceleration and air resistance.”

“I see,” Siava muses. “So it’s like the language handles all of the states for you instead of you doing it yourself.”

“Yes,” agrees Eifie. “I guess you could think of it like a long list of math functions that all condense down to basic calculus.”

Siava glances down to her watch. “Thanks for teaching me something new today, Eifie, and I’d love to discuss many more topics with you,” she smiles at Eifie, “but unfortunately, the ten hours are up for everyone else so we’ll be judging and handing out prizes. You probably won’t be interested, so before you go, here—” She hands a small piece of paper to Eifie, who looks at it carefully as she takes it from Siava. “As I you’ve made something interesting and useful that would have probably gotten you a prize, have a Ciersian tea on me, all right?”

Eifie smiles, looking down once again before sliding it into her pocket. “Thanks.”

“No problem! You look like you could use a good one, anyway. Take your mind off some of the dumber things this city has to offer.” Siava turns away, giving a backwards wave to Eifie as she heads to the podium, who watches her leave with a much more content expression than the one she wore coming into the convention centre.

Moments later, Siava’s amplified voice fills the building. “Hello, participants! Ten hours have passed, and it is now time for judging! Please leave your drones at your stations and take your borrowed laptops with you while you make your way to the central area!”

A crowd starts to form once again by the stage where Siava is illuminated once again, but this time, Eifie doesn’t join. She watches from afar as her ex-teammates gather their devices and head to the centre, then once she confirms that they leave for good, she drops off her laptop on the table and dashes away in the direction of the exit of the convention centre before she can be spotted.

As she leaves, in the shadows, hidden away by the large window coverings above it, the drone is still juggling blocks.



Ceceo Convention Centre, Demauge

The roar from a crowd that must have applauded furiously at a particularly good demonstration of a program blasts Eifie’s ears as she steps outside through the automatic curved double sliding glass doors. Taking a deep breath, the not-entirely fresh air comforts her more than the stuffy recirculated air inside, full of other people. Unlike when she had come in, there is no one to be seen nearby. What should she do now? Eifie rests her hand against the side of her leg and feels the voucher for Ciersian-style tea in Demauge. Some sugar inside her would feel nice, and she could drink some on the way home. After that, she would return home to find her parents done with their meeting and they would ask her how the competition was in Demauge. And she would respond that it was fine, from which she knew that they would know that she knew that they knew it wasn’t fine.

A/N: I blame Lispector since consistency is difficult and things keep on butting in

Taking out the voucher, she realises she’s lucky that the address on the back so happens to lie on the street the convention centre is on— Unlike in Xunil, her phone can’t beam any services to help her navigate Demauge.

At a leisurely pace, Eifie strides over to the tea shop, creatively named “Teatime”. The building stands alone and would have looked interesting with its modern design and large windows—if not for the drab black-and-yellow colour scheme that was so prevalent throughout Demauge. A bell rings as she pushes the door open to reveal a cozy interior: a comforting purple colour appears on the walls, soft-looking chairs and wooden tables pleasure her eyes and her mind, but she tells herself to order something first. “One normal Ciersian tea, please,” she says, sliding over Siava’s voucher. The old woman behind the counter squints and grabs the paper, pausing only a moment before thrusting it down somewhere on the other side. “Understood. Would you like your receipt, ma’am?”

“Ah…no, thanks.” Eifie stands off to the side of the counter while waiting for her beverage as to not obstruct anyone else who might order food. She watches curiously as the woman hurries over with a plastic cup to some complicated machinery and holds down a tap, causing steamy dark brown fluid to fill the cup. She watches, fascinated as the woman almost runs around the kitchen, adding a rather large amount of a white powder, ice, and milk, which are all shaken intensely by wrinkled hands that seem to have surprising power. She watches with interest and desire as shiny dark brown pearls make tiny splashes in the completed beverage before it is sealed and brought before her.

“Your Ciersian tea, ma’am.” The woman performs a slight bow. “Thank you for your business.”

The unexpected formality leaves Eifie scrambling for an acceptable response, which she settles upon an awkward, “Oh,” in the end. Leaving the tea shop slightly faster than she normally would have, she returns to the outside world with the not-entirely fresh air. She takes her large straw and gently stabs it through the thin plastic film at the top, relishing the satisfying sound of plastic bursting through plastic.

A beautiful and chilling sensation fills her taste buds as the sweet and whole yet slightly bitter drink fills Eifie’s mouth, to be later joined by the smooth and soft but firm texture of the tapioca pearls so characteristic of Ciersian-style tea. It is promptly chewed into smaller pieces, which themselves release a different, muted sweet flavour to further complement the beverage of the gods. “Ah…” Eifie lets out a happy sigh to no one in particular, entirely satisfied by her favourite drink.
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In the distance, a quiet and low rumble catches Eifie’s attention. She looks around her, but it doesn’t sound like it is coming from any direction in particular, so she shrugs and decides to start heading home, sipping her cup of Ciersian tea.



Demauge Train Station, Demauge

The walk to the train station is uneventful and Eifie makes it in without encountering anyone else, throwing her empty plastic cup into a trash can by the entrance. There are no black-and-yellow guards at the front of the station, and aside from the faint background noise of the city behind her, the silence of the station makes it seems almost deserted as she heads to a ticket checkpoint. She notices that the ticket scanners’ normally green lights are red as she approaches a turnstile, signalling that their inavailability. Which was odd, since the trains never stopped running. Sure, occasionally construction and maintenance might shut down a few lines, but never all at the same time. Eifie frowns, thinking. If the trains didn’t work, she would have to find a different way to return to Xunil. The first that came to mind was a taxi or bus, but buses didn’t go between cities and she felt less than comfortable riding alone in a car with someone else—even if she was paying them—for a couple of hours.

“Hey, you!” Eifie’s heart jumps into her chest as a loud shout breaches her thoughts. She turns stiffly to see a station employee pointing at her from his office. Had she done something wrong? “The station is closed, you know that? If you’re heading to Ciers or Leeco or somewhere, you’ll have to grab a taxi.”

“Wha— Why?”

The man rushes over to her, phone in hand. “Didn’t you hear? There’s been some major damage on the tracks to Xunil, so they’re shutting down the trains for a while!”

That…is unfortunate. This means that she’ll have to…ride in a taxi. She subtly shudders.

“Don’t think they’re going to reopen anytime soon, either…says here that some of the critical lines are broken and they’ll need an ‘indefinite’ amount of time to fix them.” The man nicely thrusts his phone inches in front of her face to read, but Eifie backs away instead.

“Thanks, I’ll…uh…I’ll be going now.”

“Stay safe!” The employee hurries back into his office.



“Sorry, lass, but the taxis don’t be taking anyone to Xunil righ’ now.”

As it turns out, whatever obstructed or damaged the tracks to Xunil also seems to have made the roads unusable. Eifie’s tried multiple taxis now, at this point more than willing to spend her emergency money to just get home, but now she’s stuck in Demauge with no clear timeline for when she can return to Xunil. But if it was just some storm or natural disaster, both Demauge and Xunil would work together to restore the connection between the two cities, so she figures that unless something really bad happened, in which case she should be fleeing to Ciers or Leeco, she’ll just have to stay somewhere for a couple of days, so she’s disappointed when she counts the amount of money she brought and realises that even a single night in a hotel is probably too much for her to afford.

No matter her sleeping arrangements tonight, it was better to be moving than to be standing around doing nothing, so Eifie starts to walk aimlessly without any real destination in mind. Maybe she would get an idea from the various services available to her in Demauge.

The post office comes to mind. If she can’t get home today, she can send a message to her parents: both to let them know that she’s okay and that she would looking for a way to get home. Although, if the roads are down, it might not be possible to send a letter or telegram. Even if she sends it the long way—through Ciers then through Eos—the detour that the letter takes will take a week longer than the usual day or so.

Eifie stops when she recognises the peculiar building in front of her she’s ended up at after all her walking—the Ceceo Convention Centre. She had almost forgotten the competition she had been entered into at all, but the judging must have finished since it seemed like everyone had left. She peeks inside the building to see custodians stacking tables alongside one arc of the room, some people who were probably event organisers collecting papers and talking among themselves, and Siava collecting and moving drones from the tables that had yet to be stacked.

Siava! Probably the one person in this city that Eifie had an even remotely positive relationship with. From their brief discussion earlier, it seemed like they got along well enough, but Eifie knew that she couldn’t just ask her for room and board, but maybe she would have some advice for her on what she could do next.

Taking a deep breath, Eifie walks through the curved glass doors that slide open for her, mentally preparing what to say when someone addresses her. As she enters the cup, the organisers by the front desk take a glance at her then resume talking but more quietly, but no one else notices her. A little bit relieved but also disappointed that no one bothered to talk to her, she tries to inconspicuously head closer to Siava, who’s still gathering drones, while looking like she’s searching for something she left behind.

It takes a few tries, and she thinks she’s looked more than a little suspicious, but eventually Siava picks up on her footsteps that are just a little louder than normal as she draws near. She looks back after she finishes dropping all the drones in her arms into a box and smiles when she notices Eifie.

“Eifueo!” Eifie tries to stifle her irritation at her full name, but evidently some slipped through onto her face because Siava says apologetically, “—I mean, Eifie, sorry! I thought you’d left a while back since I didn’t see you at the prize ceremony. Did you forget something?”

Eifie fidgets over her lap. “Um, not exactly. The trains are down right now, and I was wondering if I could ask you for some advice?”

“The trains are down? That doesn’t make sense, why would they be—oh.” Siava’s face darkens briefly, but her smile is quickly restored, albeit her eyebrows lower and closer together than they were before. “Right, yes, I heard that something happened on the roads to Xunil. Does that mean you’ll be staying in Demauge for the night?”

Eifie fidgets slightly harder and breaks eye contact. “About that…I was going to ask you what you thought were some good…places to stay.” She can almost see the gears turning in Siava’s head, thinking over the message left unsaid. For someone good at public speaking, Siava looks extremely easy to read.

“You know what?” she says eventually. “I know you’re kinda stuck between a rock and a null pointer right now, so what do you think of staying at my place tonight?”

Eifie had hoped at best that Siava would accept giving her money that she would repay later, but this proposal was completely unexpected, and she didn’t think she had dropped enough clues for Siava to understand her situation. In fact, she was so surprised that she stood, stunned, for a good five seconds. “I—what—sorry?”

Even stranger, Siava didn’t laugh and then say it was a joke, but instead her face became more serious. “Look,” she exhales, closing her eyes and rubbing her face. “Eifie, you seem like you could use a little help right now, and I’m in a position to give some. The roads and trains are down, so you probably won’t be able to send out any messages to Xunil.” Her smile suddenly returns like everything’s all roses again. “Also, for a teen, you’re pretty smart, and you’re from Xunil to boot! That’s one place I haven’t been to that I’d love to hear more about.”

She’s completely disarmed Eifie, and she can’t help but relax at least ever so slightly in the woman’s presence. “O-oh, thanks. And thank you again, Ms. Pythone,” she bows a little awkwardly, “for inviting me to sleep in your home.”

“Loosen up!” Siava places a hand on her shoulder for just a moment. “And no need for that ‘Ms. Pythone’ nonsense. You call me that and I’m going to call you Eifueo, are we clear?” she threatens.

Eifie smiles. “Yes, Siava.”
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“Excellent!” says Siava. “Now, since I’m giving you room and board, why don’t you help me out a bit here?” She gestures at the piles of drones and rows of empty boxes. “You can’t expect to just leech off of my extreme generosity without doing anything, can you?”

“Oh, uh…certainly.” Eifie starts methodically stacking the metal cubes inside of the cardboard cubes on the floor. It takes just under ten drones to fill a box, but when she tries to lift the box onto the table, her arms completely fail her and the box lift up an inch before she has to gently set it back down again. Panting slightly, she rolls up her sleeves, bends her knees, and takes advantage of the stronger muscles in her legs to slowly, shakily, raise the cardboard box onto the table. As it hits the wooden surface with a thump, Eifie drops both of her arms and shakes them a bit to relax her arms.

“You’re strong,” Siava comments, pausing in her own box-loading to watch her. “Those boxes are really heavy.” As if she hadn’t just said the last sentence, she takes two of the filled boxes, including the one Eifie had just lifted, and strides off toward the exit. Eifie’s mouth is agape as she watches Siava stand tall with two of the boxes she struggled so hard to even lift.

It appears that that is their arrangement now: Eifie fills the boxes, while Siava takes them to who-knows-where. With Siava carrying most of the work, It doesn’t take long until the last box is filled with drones. Eifie carries the last box with both arms, her fingers white from the handle digging into them as she hurries after Siava who carries two like they’re just grocery bags and who even manages to strike up a conversation as Eifie follows her.

“So, what’s it like in Xunil?”

“What…huff puff…you’re asking…huff puff…now?” As the Eifie is finding it difficult to keep up with the older woman’s longer strides.

“I’m an impatient woman who redeems all my gift codes as soon as possible. Sue me.” Siava slows her ridiculous walking speed down to let Eifie fall into step alongside her.

“Okay then, um, what do you want to know?” Eifie takes a moment to catch her breath while walking at a slower pace as she doesn’t need to near-run to keep up with Siava anymore.

Siava tilts her head and looks up in thought. “Well, a lot, actually. It’s mostly about—”

“Watch out!”

Siava gracefully turns her upper body to the side to prevent the boxes from slamming into the glass walls before rotating back to bring them back to her side outside. “Oop—thanks for the warning. That could have gone much more poorly…”

Eifie nods behind her, her single container passing through the doors in front of her without a chance of hitting a wall.

“Anyway, as I was saying, there are plenty of things— Wow, look at that sunset!”

Outside, the sun slowly dips below the horizon, turning the sky into a vibrant spectrum of deep purples, oranges, and reds, bathing the environment around them in shades of orange. Darkened apartments and houses lack any detail while they cast long shadows over the open space in front of the convention centre. It is indeed beautiful, but Eifie has seen the sunset hundreds of times from her own home back in Xunil.

Speaking of Xunil… She wonders what her family will be thinking tonight when they realise later that she hasn’t returned. She has no doubt that they’ll be worrying plenty about her, but unless they were utterly desperate and sent emergency mail that was reserved only for the direst of situations… Eifie entertains the idea that, given their position, they might launch flares that spell out messages for her. The fantastic thought brings a smile to her face.

“Eifie? Are you there?” Eifie almost walks right into Siava, but manages to catch herself before she can fall into her.

“Huh? Oh, sorry. I was…thinking.”

“Ah, don’t worry! I get distracted by things around me a lot, too.” Siava winks at her. “I asked you what you thought the biggest difference between our two cities was.”

The question makes Eifie think. From this time and the other times she’s been to Demauge, there’s always been one thing that stood in stark contrast with the comfort of her home city, but it wouldn’t be very nice to say it aloud, so she settles for something a little more mundane instead. “Xunil is much more colourful.”

Siava looks intrigued. “Go on.”

“We don’t plaster terrible colours on every building. In Xunil, we have actual building designers design buildings the way people actually want them.” Eifie lifts her chin at a black-and-yellow roof as an example. “Also, we don’t make our government workers wear them either.

Siava chuckles. “Oh, that’s definitely true. It’s a law—a stupid one, mind you—that everything has to be consistent to the Demauge Star—that’s the name of our flag. You know, the yellow circle around the asterisk in the middle?”

“I’ve seen it around, yeah.”

“Right, so since ‘consistent’ is so vague but no one wants to be fined, they just copy the colour scheme. At this point, we’re all used to it. But whenever I go to Ciers, I’m always a little shocked to see red or brown or blue roofs. Oop—hang on, this is my car.”

Much to Eifie’s surprise, they’re standing in front of a bright pink pickup truck. It makes sense, since Siava had to have brought the drones to the convention centre somehow. She didn’t expect a pickup truck, though.

The back of the vehicle already has boxes held down with straps. First placing her two boxes on the ground, Siava gestures for Eifie to give her her box—after which Eifie wrings out her painful hands thoroughly—and neatly pushes them against the other boxes. She takes a thick rope hanging from the tow hook and climbs onto the back to tie the boxes of drones down. “Eifie, you can go ahead and hop in the passenger seat,” she shouts. “I’ll be there in just a sec.”

Eifie obediently does so, finding pleasantly to her surprise once more that the interior of the pickup truck looks clean and modern. The seats and walls are white and appear to be almost textureless, but upon sitting down and placing her bag on her lap, she learns that they’re also extremely comfortable. After a little while, the driver’s door opens and Siava hops in. “How’re the seats? I got new ones not long ago,” she says, buckling her seat belt.

“They’re really good.”

“Good, good.” Siava holds her finger to a button in front of her and the whole dashboard lights up. “Don’t forget your seat belt.”

Eifie rushes to put it on, and in doing so yanks it hard enough that it stops coming out. She yanks harder, trying to ignore the faint heat growing in her cheeks.

“Oop—just feed it back in and you’ll be able to grab it out again. Just don’t pull it out too fast this time.”

This time, Eifie manages to successfully buckle up with a satisfying click!

“All right! Let’s get out of here and get some food. Want anything in particular?” The car rapidly accelerates as it speeds out of the parking lot quietly. Eifie shakes her head. “Nothing special? Well, today I think we can find something unique to Demauge for you to try. There’s this Ciersian restaurant close to my house that makes this delicious steak with fries; Selene and I go there all the time…what do you think about that?”

Naturally, Eifie’s concerned about the price of a steak might be too much for her poor wallet to handle, but she decides to address that issue when it comes up. Surely there are some more…budget items on the menu. She nods again.

“Great!” Siava’s been looking at her every once in a while to see if she has responded, Eifie realises. “You know, it’s a bit hard to keep an eye on the road and on you at the same time. You can talk to me. I don’t bite, I promise,” she jokes.

“Okay,” Eifie says, making an effort to sound upbeat. It comes out instead like she just watched her house go up in flames in front of her.

“Come on, don’t be such a party pooper! You’re going to love it!”



Cuisine de Paris, Demauge

“Bienvenue, madame, mademoiselle! Velcome, Velcome to Cuisine de Paris. Un table for two pour vous?”

“Ah, yes, poor duh, please!” Siava’s Ciersian is atrocious, and even Eifie can tell, but the waiter in front of them beams at her facsimile of the language. “Certainement, come right this way, s’il vous plaît.”

The restaurant is fancy. Chandeliers hang from the arched ceiling every few metres, illuminating the tables to show off their fancy napkins and tablecloth and silverware. The waiter leads them to one of the smaller tables. Siava plonks down on her chair as soon as she gets to the other side of the table and snatches up a menu, eyes scanning its text back and forth.
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Eifie takes a seat as well opposite Siava and paces herself a little more when taking a menu. Upon flipping to the first page, her eyes widen as she sees the dollar signs next to the appetisers. But she doesn’t say anything, instead now scouring for the cheapest possible items on the menu. If this is how much she has to pay to stay with Siava, she might as well stay at a hotel and eat ramen instead. When she flips the page, however, a stunning image of a sparkling meaty steak, grill marks perfect and the centre still slightly pink, surrounded by golden thick-cut fries with the individual grains of salt clear to the eye. She lingers on the page a little longer before sighing and flipping past it, swallowing back some of the saliva that had built up from the thought of the juicy, tender slab of meat that the picture had so elegantly depicted.

“Madame, mademoiselle, are you ready to order?” Their waiter had returned

“I’ll take the steak ay freets,” declares Siava, giving her menu to the waiter. “Eifie, do you want something else instead of steak?”

This is a problem. Eifie starts to rapidly turn the pages, searching for something, anything that could reasonably fit her budget… “Yes! I’d like the…spaghettis aux tomates, s’il vous plaît.”

The waiter shakes his head sadly. “Malheureusement, madmoiselle, vee are all out of our spaghettis aux tomates, ce soir. Vould you like to try the steak avec frites like your friend?”

Siava nods at her enthusiastically. “Yeah! You should try it—if you don’t like rarer meat that much it’s fine, they make it well done, too, which is honestly a lot better, in my opinion.”

With two sets of eyes focused on her, Eifie concedes, “Oh, um, I guess I’ll be taking the steak et frites then.”

The waiter finishes scribbling their orders on a notepad then bows to them. “Bien sûr. How voud madame et mademoiselle like their steaks?”

“Saignant moyen pour moi.”

“Well done for me!”

“Très bien. In addition, vat vould you like to drink?”

“Seulement un eau, merci,” says Eifie, handing her own menu to to the waiter.

“Just water for me,” says Siava.

After the waiter bows to them again and heads off to deliver their orders to the kitchen, Siava turns to Eifie, a surprised expression plain on her features. “You know Ciersian?”

Eifie nods abashedly. “Oui oui, baguette.”

“Wow, what did you just say? Wait—wait, let me guess. Was that ‘yes’?” Siava’s eyes sparkle with interest, a surprising expression to Eifie from someone so old. Everyone in Demauge had seemed crabby and focused way too much on practicality and efficiency, but she supposed that generalising an entire city probably was going a bit too far.

“Yeah,” she says.

“Does the rest of Xunil speak Ciersian, too? Is it like a bilingual city?”

“No, they speak Leecan just like here in Demauge and everywhere else. My dad was from Ciers, so I learned the language when I was younger.”

“Cool! I only picked up a couple of words the couple of times I went to Ciers and from this restaurant: ‘oui’, ‘twalet’, ‘steak ay freets’, and the good old ‘zhe ne parl pa de Ciersian’.”

At each mangling of the Ciersian language, Eifie slightly cringes inside. “Uh, you have, haven’t you?”

“Right! It was such a nice place too, the Ciersian tea in Ciers is the best… Oh, yeah,” remembers Siava, “did you redeem that Ciersian tea voucher I gave you yet?” At Eifie’s nod, she seems happier than before. “I forgot to tell you when I gave it to you, but Teatime is easily the best here—definitely not as good as some of the best in Ciers, but for Demauge, it’s plenty.”

There is a silence after Siava’s words that is filled only by gentle awkwardness between the two parties. Eifie looks up from playing with the folds of her napkin to Siava, who is seemingly finally out of things to say. “So…um,” Eifie flails, “how…are—was the competition today?” She regrets saying anything a moment she opens her mouth.

“Thank you for asking, they were great! First place made the drone into a remote-controlled lawnmower. It was really simple, but somehow it was the best that the judges picked. Personally,” she winks at Eifie, “I liked yours better. You had such a promising idea: imagine a flying assistant that could do whatever you wanted it to do!”

Eifie is rescued from having to respond to flattery by the arrival of a tantalising aroma. Siava notices the smell of their meal coming before she does, and she whips her head around—her ponytail is prevented from whipping all over the table by being caught by the seat, which yanks it back, causing her to flinch. “Ow…”

“Votre steak et frites, madame, mademoiselle.” Two large plates of oily, crisp potato and rich meaty beef are set down in front of them along with more regular-sized glasses of water. A deep red sauce is placed beside the fries. “Bon appetit!”

“Thank you very much, er, mercy!” The waiter smiles benevolently and bows once again before leaving them to their meals. “Yessss, steak!”

When Eifie cuts her steak open, the uniform light pink inside surprises Siava. “Wait, Eifie, you got medium rare?”

“Hm? Oh, yes.”

“I didn’t think you were one for medium rare steak.”

Eifie acknowledges Siava’s statement by another nod but doesn’t say anything, instead focusing on cutting up her steak into thin slices, noticing that Siava chooses to cut a slice and eat it first before moving on to the next cut. When Eifie finishes—fully aware by this point that her stomach is just begging her to ingest the food—she chews on a slice and is instantly impressed by it. The flavours of just butter, salt, and pepper blend incredibly nicely to create a simple yet delicious bite of steak that Eifie savours thoroughly. “Mmm,” she hums appreciatively.

“It’s good, right?” Siava watches her reaction with restrained laughter. “Heh, your face when you took your first bite—priceless!”

“Yes.” Eifie dips a perfect fry—just tapered enough on both ends to look much nicer—into ketchup, enjoying the addition of salty potato to the salty beef, all to be cleansed after with a sip of water.

“So,” says Siava, wiping her mouth over her empty plate. “Eifie. Let’s see here…what can I ask you… Have you ever been outside of Demauge or Xunil? Visited any other cities?”

Through another mouthful of steak, Eifie looks at Siava’s empty plate, wide-eyed. “Um,” she swallows. “Outside of Demauge or Xunil, I’ve been to…” she holds out her right palm to count, “Ciers, Leeco, Eos, Weilam, and Emina.”

Siava looks impressed. “You’ve been places, wow. Went all over the cities in Farele and Enigma. Not many people can say that.”

Eifie doesn’t bother correcting her. The Enigma Alliance contains far more cities than just the three she’s mentioned and Xunil. The many smaller towns and budding cities or regions, such as Mydrule, are known to tend to first join Enigma. “I get to travel a lot.” What an understatement. During the years in which she doesn’t visit at least five different cities, she gets to eavesdrop on her mother’s meetings with the other Administrators of Xunil. Being the daughter of the Head Administrator has its perks.

“Very interesting. Have any funny stories to tell?” Eifie rapidly shakes her head.



Siava and Eifie try to hold a conversation for five more minutes, until Eifie finishes her plate of food, and by the end of it all Siava looks a little disappointed, but determined. Their waiter arrives just as she finishes. “Ah, I see you both have finished your steaks. Can ve help you vith anything else?”

Siava glances over at Eifie, who shakes her head. “No, thanks. That’ll be it for us; could you get our bill?”

“Of course, madame. Just enter your bank code here…” As Siava presumably enters her banking information to pay digitally, Eifie abruptly realises she’s going to pay for her meal, too.

“Wait!” Two sets of eyes are upon her again, and she almost tells them right then and there that never mind, they should go back to looking at the transaction machine. “Uh, could you please split the bill?”

Siava smiles at her as if she were a child. “Oh, there’ll be absolutely no need for that, Eifie. You don’t have to worry about tonight’s meal—I’ll take care of it.”

“But I have money, I can pay!” Eifie is adamant. “You really don’t have to—”

“Of course I don’t have to,” Siava snorts, “I want to, dummy. Again, I know what your situation is like right now and I guarantee you that paying for just one meal is not going to cause me any problems at all. Here, how about this: if you really want to pay me back, you can do that once you get home. Fair?”

Eifie gives her a reluctant nod.

“Such a touching moment, mon pauvre coeur!” It really isn’t, and that’s why both Eifie and Siava give the waiter confused looks. “Ah, never mind me. Go on.”

Siava finishes entering her credentials and a green light turns on on the top of the transaction machine. “Excellente. Merci beaucoup for your business tonight. Have a bon soirée!”



The sun is now no longer visible over the horizon as Siava and Eifie speed down the road. “When we get back to my house,” Siava says, “it’ll be kinda late. Just letting you know, I have a…roommate living with me, her name’s Selene—” a melodic ringtone interrupts her, “—speak of the devil. Hey, Selene?”

A feminine voice come out of the pickup’s speakerphone. “Siava! Are you all right? I’ve been trying to call you for ages!”

“About that…I turned my phone off, sorry, and I also went to the Ciersian restaurant,” Siava says with a tinge of remorse. “Sorry I didn’t tell you.”

A loud sigh is distorted by the microphone on the other end and sounds like static coming out from the car’s speakers. “Sure, but please let me know before you pull something like this. The food’s been sitting out on the table for half an hour now and I was waiting for you.”

Siava winces. “Ah, shoot. I’m really sorry about that—I’ll make it up to you later. But I found someone, and she’s going to be staying with us tonight. Can you get the guest room ready?”

Only the faint humming from the speaker can be heard in the car for just a second, then Selene starts talking again, sounding tired. “Damn it, Siava! Ugh, at least tell me when you decide to abduct someone!”

“I didn’t abduct them,” Siava says defensively, “it’s related to that thing.”

“Why are you calling it that—can she hear us?”

“Yeah.”

“Oh. In that case, I’ll talk to you later, then.”

“Bye!”

The phone hangs up, leaving only the faint sound of tires spinning against asphalt.

“Right, so that was Selene,” says Siava sheepishly. “She’s actually really nice; she’s just a little mad at me right now.”

“I see,” says Eifie, reserving her right to comment until she actually meets Selene.
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Siava’s House, Demauge

“Here we are!” Siava declares as the pink car comes to a stop in front of a modern-style house clad with rectangles surrounded by more modern-style houses clad with rectangles. A single light above the front porch reveals the primary colour of the home to be bright blue, but the night makes it too difficult to make out anything else.

Eifie waits for Siava to exit her car and stays behind and to her side while Siava walks up to the front door then rings the doorbell. “It’s me!” calls Siava.

There is a moment of silence before the door swings open. Sharp white light shines from behind a figure who stands with a commanding posture, shrouding them in darkness. “Siava.” Her voice was soft but had an edge behind it.

“Selene!” Siava goes in, arms wide open for an embrace, but Selene steps back and to the side, causing her arms to grab empty air. “Aw, didn’t you miss me?” she pouts.

“Not at all.” Selene’s eyes switch targets to Eifie, who has been not-exactly hiding behind Siava. “And you must be Eifie.” She smiles a gentle smile at her. “I hope Siava hasn’t been too demanding on you.”

Eifie shakes her head. “No, not at all,” she says politely.

“Well, you should come in,” Selene gestures at her. “It’s getting late.”

Eifie join Siava and Selene, who closes the door behind her, into their house. The interior is spacious, with high ceilings and the first floor contains few walls but plenty of pillars, which let her see the two large flat-screen televisions hanging on the walls around what is probably the dining table and another surrounded by some comfortable-looking couches . It’s not quite as nice as her own house, but she guesses it’s nearly there.

“Nice place, isn’t it?” Siava grins at her. “It’s all Selene’s. She’s the rich one, here. I’m just living here to mooch off of her.”

Selene crosses her arms. “Don’t you have something better to do?”

“Oh, yes!” Siava hops over to Siava’s side, head beside her ear. “Before I forget…” She whispers something into Selene’s ear that Eifie can’t catch except for “Eifueo”. Selene’s eyebrows raise and her eyes widen and she glances at Eifie before her expression sets into one of sympathy. After she finishes, she skips off upstairs. “Bye!”

Selene and Eifie watch her bound up the stairs. “I see. Eifie—Siava told me your name was ‘Eifueo’, but do you prefer ‘Eifie’?”

Eifie’s certain that that’s not all they had talked about, but she decides that she doesn’t have much of a better option than to trust them, at least for now. “Yes.”

Selene starts to head to the room with the big table, gesturing for Eifie to follow. “Have you eaten yet? I have plenty of food for you here…”

“Yes.” Eifie sees that the table is laid with two bowls of noodle soup, one of which is half-empty.

“Oh,” Selene realises, “you went to that Ciersian place with Siava, right? I see…”
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“I’ll show you to your room, then.” Selene makes a 180 and walks past Eifie in the direction of the staircase that Siava had left. Eifie follows wordlessly.

Selene stands right outside a room, pulling it open then stepping aside for Eifie to look inside. “There’s a bathroom inside, too, with clean towels, toothbrushes, and all that.” She says it like she’s said it a hundred times before. “All yours.”

“Thank you,” Eifie tells her with gratitude, looking forward to collapsing on a bed. At the end of this comparatively busy day, she’s tired and would really like to sleep more than anything else in the world.

The guest room is impressive. Centred against the back wall is what looks to be a queen-sized bed with lamps on wooden nightstands to either side. A small table sits in the opposite corner along with a bare wooden chair. To the side, an open door reveals a very nice bathroom.

“If you need anything, please call either me or Siava.” Selene turns to leave, so Eifie just nods at her back.

She dumps her bag by the nightstand and considers skipping a shower only briefly to fall on the soft bed as soon as possible, but hygiene wins out in the end. Eifie sighs and prepares to take the quickest shower in the history of showers.

One quickest shower in the history of showers later, Eifie steps out of the bathroom more or less clean, almost gliding to the light switch and falling into bed.

A/N: Yikes.



The warm feeling of the sun on her face gently rouses Eifie from sleep. She sits up to see that the sun has just peeked over the horizon. “Good morning, sun.” For some reason, she feels really happy today and as if she could take on the world. She reaches over to swap her pyjamas with her actual clothes but stops suddenly when she feels her shirt. It all comes back to her. The competition, the train closure, Siava, the steak. She’s not in her own home anymore—this is Siava and her friend Selene’s guest room.

After brushing her teeth with a sealed toothbrush and unopened toothpaste placed neatly away from the sink, she heads out to the main hallway to have the fragrant scent of bacon trigger her olfactory senses. It smells sublime, and she can actually hear the sizzling sound of frying coming in the direction of the table with food she had seen the previous night.

As it turns out, the kitchen is just to the side of the dining table, and Selene is frying eggs, potatoes, and bacon on the stove, looking back at the sound of Eifie’s footsteps. “Good morning, Eifie.”

“Good morning.”

“I’ll be done with the eggs and bacon soon,” says Selene, one hand flipping an egg while the other stirs cubes of potatoes in a different pan, “but the potatoes will take longer. You can take a seat at the table if you’d like.”

“Okay.” Eifie does what she’s told and finds a seat at the dining table. A moment later, Siava falls down the stairs, hand over her mouth to cover her yawn.

“…Is that bacon? Selene, you’re amazing.” A slightly-more-awake Siava grabs some plates from a dishwasher and sets them beside the stove. “Eifie! You’re up early,” she says when she notices a third person sitting at the table. “I can’t blame you. Selene’s cooking is like…it’s like if Selene’s cooking and her cooking had a baby—it’s sooo good!”

The analogy doesn’t quite make sense to Eifie, but the passionate tone of Siava’s voice and the strong aroma from the kitchen leads her to agree.

Selene snorts. “That doesn’t even make sense.”

“‘Course it does!” Siava grins at her as she lounges back on her own chair. “It means that your food is tasty!”

The last of the potatoes are plated and Selene takes over two of the plates of food, setting one in front of Eifie and Siava. “Enjoy.”

Siava immediately takes her fork and stabs it into the egg and potato, scarfing the food down as if she’s at an eating competition. Eifie chews on her piece of bacon while watching Selene eat more purposefully.

“Eifie! Today you’re going shopping with Selene, got it?” says Siava.

“Wha—why?” Eifie blinks. It’s like the two have adopted her. Selene just looks tired.

“You see, you can’t only wear one set of clothes the whole time you’re here! The trains are still down,” Siava looks meaningfully to Selene as she says this, “and Selene’s much better at all this fashion stuff than I am, and I have some reports to write for work today.”

“Fine,” Selene grumbles.
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“O-oh, but you really don’t need to—”

“Nonsense!” cries Siava, pointing a finger in the air. “We can’t let our guest wear the same clothes day after day, can we?”

“No, not at all,” says Selene in a bored tone.

“I guess… But I promise I’ll pay you back later,” Eifie firmly declares.

Siava’s grin falters for a millisecond. “Ah, don’t worry about it. Really.”



An hour later, Eifie is riding in a more modest black car compared to Siava’s flamboyant pink pickup truck. Both she and Selene are quiet, keeping their eyes on the road in front of them. “So, Eifie,” Selene finally says. “You’re from…Xunil?”

“Yes.” Eifie nods her head even though Selene isn’t looking at her.

“What are you doing here in Demauge, then?” The question doesn’t sound accusatory, but the way it’s phrased… Selene notices this as well and hurriedly clarifies, “I mean, there are a lot of Demaugeans that hate Xunil. It’s not the best place to take a vacation.”

“My parents sent me here because they had an important meeting yesterday,” Eifie says gloomily.

“So important that they had to kick you out to Demauge?”

Eifie sighs. “Yeah.”

“That…sucks,” Selene says thoughtfully. She stays silent for the rest of the drive.



Eastern Shopping Mall, Demauge

“We’re here.”

Eifie looks around, stepping out of the small car. The windows of a long mall far from their parking spot reflect the sun’s glare, forcing her to avert her eyes. Selene starts walking to the black-and-yellow building. “Come on.”

The mall inside is even larger than it appears from the parking lot. A large circular hole through the centre of the mall reveals that there are five floors below, all connected with escalators and a couple of elevators on the other side. Even though it’s not quite as big as the mall she seldom visits in Xunil, the various shops and especially the uniform black-and-yellow colour scheme almost overwhelm Eifie from the constant blasts of contrasting colour. Among the swarms of people moving around in every direction, she’s even having trouble keeping an eye on Selene, who somehow the other people walk around while Eifie bumps into shoulder after arm after chest.

Luckily for her, Selene looks back every once in a while to let her catch up until Eifie’s right behind her and slipstreams using Selene’s magic powers.

Eventually, they arrive at a brightly lit shop with mannequins in the windows in all sorts of poses to show off the clothing they’re wearing.

“Let’s see…” Selene taps her chin, looking Eifie up and down. “Anything you want specifically?”

Eifie is a tad uncomfortable by Selene’s probing eyes, and she suspects that it is only going to get worse. “Uh, I can buy clothes on my own…”

“That’s fine by me,” Selene shrugs and leans against the wall. “I’ll be waiting here. When you’re ready to checkout, you know where to find me.”

Nodding, Eifie turns away, setting off to find basically anything cheap that fits and doesn’t look completely atrocious as fast as possible. It wouldn’t do to let the people who had so kindly let her stay the night at their house spend even more of their time and money.



Only five minutes have passed before Eifie meets up with Selene again, this time holding a bundle of clothes.

“You’re done already?” Selene asks, surprised. “That was fast. Let’s see…” She looks over the stack of apparel selected by Eifie with a critical eye.

“These are completely atrocious,” she finally says. “Did you just take the cheapest items this place has? That’s not going to work. We’ve already given you room and board, so what’s a little more money on clothing?” Selene takes Eifie’s selected clothes and dumps them unceremoniously into a bin nearby. “I’ll get you something better.”

The disappointed expression on Eifie’s face doesn’t go unnoticed by Selene. “At least you picked functional clothes. It’s impossible to find any skirts or dresses with pockets,” she says consolingly, holding up a pocket-less dress.

The next hour or so is filled by Selene taking various sets of clothing and giving them to Eifie to try on.

“Good. Simple and practical but stylish.” Selene nods approvingly as Eifie exits the dressing room with a nice-looking top and bottom. “What do you think?”

By this point, a tired Eifie has learned to just nod repeatedly to every question Selene asks. “Great! We’ll take two of these, then…”



In the checkout line, Selene looks at her watch and is taken aback. “Damn, it’s evening already? Eifie, are you okay with grabbing something from the food court? I’ll tell Siava that we’ll be eating out so she knows and won’t wait for us.”



“Seems like we’ll have to wait a bit. Sir, are you almost finished?” The food court is full of people, so Selene and Eifie stand by a table with a family of four that looks like they’re almost done eating.

“Yes, we’ll be leaving in a couple minutes.”

“Excellent.” Selene hands Eifie some cash. “I’ll wait here for the table to open up while you buy some food for yourself—don’t worry about me.”

Eifie purchases a simple burger with fries along with a carbonated soft drink, returning to their table to find that only Selene occupies the booth. “Take a seat,” Selene gestures at the other side. “Watch over the table while I grab something to eat.”

A few minutes after Selene leaves and while Eifie is enjoying her hamburger, a large hand smacks her table. She looks up to see two boys whom she vaguely recognises from the HackFest yesterday. “Hey, you,” the heavyset one says—Eifie thinks his name is Kyle, but isn’t entirely sure, and she’s forgotten the tall one’s name completely. ‘You’re that Xuniler that ruined our HackFest yesterday but didn’t have the balls to stay, aren’t you?” he sneers. “Oh, I forgot,” he exclaims in mock surprise, “you don’t even have balls.”

His tall friend bursts into laughter. “Good one, Kyle!”

Eifie would prefer not to deal with any conflict right now, so she stays silent and continues finishing her fries.

“Hey,” Kyle growls, grabbing her head with a hand and forcibly turning it to him. “Look at me when I’m talking to you.”

Sensing that the situation has escalated, she puts down her burger and tries to push the stronger boy’s hand off of her head. “P-please let go of me,” she tries to say confidently.

“Ya hear that?” Kyle leers, pushing even harder on her head. “‘P-please let go of me’, she says,” he imitates in a higher voice. “Then you probably should have known better than to come into our city!” He readies a fist, winding it all the way back, and sends it on a trajectory aimed directly at her face. Still unable to move or even turn her head away from the incoming punch, she shields her face with one arm and braces for impact.

“Please remove yourselves from her.” Eifie opens her eyes to see Selene’s long hair sweep in front of her as she blocks the punch, simultaneously placing her own tray of a burger, fries, and a carbonated soft drink on her side of the table. “It’s rude—not to mention illegal—to hit someone like that, you know?”

“Wha—Get out of the way, lady, she’s a Xuniler!”

Selene narrows her eyes, unconvinced. “So what? You have no right to physically assault her.”

“She ruined our chances at winning a drone! You don’t want to stand in my way,” Kyle warns. Eifie slowly inches toward the back of the booth.

“I daresay I do.” Selene sighs, tensing and bending her knees slightly. “You should just go back to your parents and we can pretend that this never happened.”

Instead of replying, Kyle throws another punch at her. Selene turns to one side, grabs his arm, and then yanks him sideways so that he loses his balance and crashes to the floor. “Please leave us alone.”

Groaning in pain, Kyle curses as he pushes himself to stand. “My father will have you arrested; you’d need an Administrator to get away with this! Tony, let’s go.” The tall boy glares at them while helping his friend to his feet, then helps him hobble away, muttering under his breath.

“It just so happens that I do. Well, that was incredibly impolite of them,” comments Selene idly, chewing on her hamburger. “How are you feeling?”

“Ah—I’m fine.” Eifie pats her head to straighten out her hair, but she doesn’t feel injured anywhere. “Thank you.”

“Not a problem. You should learn self-defense,” Selene says matter-of-factly. “It helps in situations like these.”



Siava’s House, Demauge

Siava greets Selene and Eifie at the door when they return. “Hey, welcome back! How was shopping?”

“Adequate,” says Selene. “Siava, you and I need to have a talk.” She hands over the bag of clothing to Eifie as she enters the house.

Siava narrows her eyes. “Is it about…that?”

“I can’t read your mind. It’s important.”

“Fine.” Selene and Eifie follow Siava to the dining table, where a jar of mayonnaise sits open beside two sandwiches, one half-eaten. Siava plops down onto a chair. “What do you want to talk about?” she says while biting into her half-eaten sandwich.

Selene glances at Eifie behind her. “Let’s take this somewhere private.”

“Why can’t she listen?”

“She’s a guest, Siava,” Selene says impatiently. “Also, it’s about that.”

“Ohhh,” Siava says, wide-eyed. “That. Got it. Let me finish my sandwich and I’ll be right in your room.”

“Good.” Selene turns with a flourish and heads up the stairs.

Eifie is very curious about “that” , but she’s learned not to pry into the business of others, so she instead decides to take an early, proper shower before retiring for the night.



The next day, Eifie enters the kitchen to greet an irritated Selene with her hair tied back, somewhat violently flipping eggs. “Good morning.”

“Good morning to you too, Eifie. I just wanted to ask you a question.” Selene says surprisingly sweetly. “Do you ever think Siava’s an inconsiderate, stupid idiot who doesn’t at all care for others?”

“Uh…”

“Because she is,” Selene states firmly. “I hate her sometimes. Here, have some bread.”

A little confused on what had caused Selene to be so annoyed, Eifie gratefully takes the egg on toast and sits down to enjoy her breakfast.

“Hey, good morning, everyone!” Siava calls, striding over to them. “Eifie, you’re looking good!” Selene glowers at her. “Aw, Selene, are you still mad about last night? You know it’s for the best.”

“It absolutely is not.”

“Um, Siava,” Eifie says, “it’s been two nights now, and, uh, thank you very much for your hospitality, but I really should get home. Are the trains running yet?”

“Unfortunately not,” Siava says. Selene glowers some more. “It’s fine, though! We don’t have a problem having you stay around, do we, Selene?”

“Not at all.” Selene gnashes her teeth. “I don’t have a single issue with you, Eifie. Now, Siava is an entirely different story.”

“Oh, Selene,” Siava laughs, slapping her back, “you’re such a jokester. Anyway, Eifie, what do you want to do today? You’ve got me taking you around wherever you want to go.”

“I…”

“Ooh! How about we go downtown and see if there’s anything you like there? That sounds fun, right? Yeah, let’s do that!”



Downtown Demauge, Demauge

Eifie finds Siava and herself walking down the wide sidewalk on a road lined with plenty of shops and service buildings. The sheer number of choices makes it hard to choose any specific building.

“Oh, Eifie! How about that?” Siava points to a sign indicating a trampoline park. “We could just bounce around for a while, or we could go over there,” she points to a tall tower ahead, “and check out the Data Structure! It’s a popular tourist attraction where all the Administrators go to discuss important things, so I’m sure you’ll like it!”

“I’ve been to the Data Structure before, so… How about there?” Eifie points to a building that is much more ornate than the ones surrounding it, with detailed stone carvings and pillars instead of the usual black-and-yellow imagery.

“Where?” Siava spins to follow Eifie’s finger. “Oh, the library? Sure, we could go there…but are you sure? We could go to an amusement park instead, or do something less bor—free,” she rapidly corrects herself, “I’ve got lots of money, you know!”

“You don’t have to follow me around. I can stay there by myself,” Eifie offers.

“No, no, it’s not that at all! Libraries are great! They…uh…have books? And that’s…really…fun…” Siava sighs. “Book aren’t really my thing, sorry. I’ll come with you, but if I leave halfway through to do something else, don’t worry. I’ll come back to pick you up…later in the afternoon. Is that okay?”

“Sure,” Eifie says agreeably.



Central Library, Demauge

The large oaken doors leading to the library swing open easily at only a light push, much to Eifie’s surprise. The vast interior reveals two floors of bookshelves holding what must be at least thousands of books, judging by the endless rows of colourful titles stretching from wall to wall. A help desk is tucked away in the left corner, ruining the symmetry of the two expansive staircases that rise from either side and converge in the middle of the second floor.

“Demauge has five libraries around the city,” Siava explains. “This one’s the Central Library, because it’s in the centre.”

“That’s a lot of libraries,” Eifie comments, impressed. “Xunil only has one, but all of their books are online.”

“We have a lot of ebooks, too, but we’re nothing compared to Leeco or Ciers,” Siava chuckles, “Ciers has, like, ten while Leeco has thirty. Probably because Leeco is the place where people go for really good education.”

Eifie nods. “Leeco is like that. They’re crazy on staying traditional and all that.”

“Yeah… Er, by the way,” Siava says sheepishly, “I don’t think I can spend much time here at all. Libraries really aren’t my thing, sorry.”

“Sure. That’s fine; thanks for taking me here.” Eifie waves at Siava as she leaves, before turning around and making her way directly at the nearest bookshelf, in bliss at the thought of curling up in a beanbag chair somewhere with a thrilling book.

Humming happily as she takes books that look interesting off of bookshelves, Eifie finds a large beanbag chair and sighs contentedly as she and her stack of books fall face-first into the soft surface. She turns herself upright and wiggles around the chair until it surrounds her comfortably. Taking the book at the top of her stack, she breathes in the smell of worn pages when she opens it to the very first page, smiling.

“Ray Xunil quietly groaned as the teacher at the front of the classroom wrote down today’s homework for the class. Opening his laptop once more, he copied down the required math exercises due tomorrow, then let his head flop backwards, arms dangling off the side of the chair.”

Immediately after reading the first few chapters, she frowns, checking the cover. This was a terrible book. There were obvious formatting issues, the plot was uninspiring, the characters were stupid and there was virtually no development whatsoever, and the pacing and emotional buildup was probably the worst she had ever seen. She dumps it with the care that it deserves off to the side and starts the next one.

“‘I’m going where?’ Eifie stabs her spoon into her bowl of mashed potatoes. A death glare emanates from her teenage visage, but it doesn’t even faze the target of her indignation.”

This story flows much more nicely, and she begins to engross herself in a fantasy world full of dragons, magic, and friendship.



“Ah,” Eifie sighs, finishing her sixth book and setting it aside. The book she had last finished discussed the polarising nature of politics and its effects on dividing cities and nations. She wishes that everyone can live together happily, but she also knows that it’s in human nature to make that an impossibility. She picks up her next book, this one nearly as thick as her hand is wide: Prayers and Pleas: An Introduction to the IB Program.



That…was an odd read. It was full of the many things people had supposedly said while taking this “IB Program”. To be honest, it wasn’t anywhere near as bad as some of the things she had heard about Leeco. Perhaps the author of the book—one “potatoeggy”—had been referring to some of the experiences of some of the failing students of Leeco schools? Those churned out amazing alumni as much as they did dropouts.

Although, this book weirdly references some of the odd things she had read about in the previous book: Hlchem, which described the insane ramblings of a man obsessed with donuts and clovers and how the universe was incomprehensible to the human mind—Eifie dismisses it all as fiction and moves on to the next book. Maybe the next would make sense. She gropes around for the next book in the stack, but her fingers only touch thin air. Sighing, she doesn’t want to leave her comfy chair to grab more books, but in the end reluctantly pushes herself out of the warm cushion to begin her search anew.

As Eifie wanders the many sections of the library, she takes books of varying subjects this time instead of just the fantasy stories she had read earlier. As she’s walking through the history section on her way back to her beloved beanbag chair, she takes out a book with an interesting cover to see the face of a young boy on the other side taking out a book at the same time, who widens his eyes when he sees her. She gives him a small wave of greeting, then turns away with her large stack of books to pour over.

Just as Eifie sinks into the soft embrace of her beanbag chair and has a book open on her lap, ready to start reading, the child she saw in the history section scampers over to her, panting. She gives him a moment to catch his breath, so when he stands up straight again, he immediately leans in close and clutches her hand while looking up at her with an expression that can only be described as adoration. “I am Rymo. What is your name, O fair maiden?”

Eifie is stunned into responding. “I’m…Eifie?”

“Such a beautiful name for a beautiful girl. Will you marry me?”

Eifie looks around for a parent, slightly panicked from what appears to be a ten-year-old that had come way too close as she tries to gently shake off his hand, but there isn’t anyone nearby she can see through the bookshelves. “Oh…um…”

“Rymo!” someone whisper-shouts. “Why did you run off like that?” A much older but also slimmer boy arrives around the corner, and Eifie is grateful for the save as Rymo finally lets her go.

“Nano, Nano, look! I found a girlfriend!” says Rymo excitedly. “Isn’t she pretty?” Eifie’s cheeks tinge with a hint of red.

The older one glances at Eifie, then back at Rymo. “Uh…why don’t you help me put this book away for now?” He takes a book from Eifie’s completed stack and holds it out to Rymo.

“But I want to cuddle with my girlfriend!”

“Rymo, please,” Nano says, some desperation showing through in his voice. Rymo grumps, puffing out his cheeks, but leaves to put the book away. “I’m sorry, miss,” he says apologetically to Eifie, bowing. “My little brother is a little odd sometimes.”

“Ah…that’s fine, you don’t have to…” Eifie is more confused than offended, and Nano’s subservience only increases that effect.

“I’m back! Eifie, my love, I will love you forever and always!” Rymo declares, somehow appearing before Eifie again. “You shall not fear any mortal whilst I stand by your side, for I will protect you, for now and for always!”

Eifie looks to Nano in the hopes that he’ll stop his brother again, Nano looks thoughtful at her name while Rymo rambles. “Your name’s Eifie? Are you Xunilean, by any chance?”

“I profess my love for you here and now, in this great library of Demauge. Let the world remember this momentous day, the day when two souls forged an unbreakable bond!”

It’s times like this when Eifie wishes that she had a more common name, if only to stop people from other cities from starting off every one of their first conversations with her to be about her heritage. “Yes,” she says tiredly.

“My love burns as bright as as the sun for you, Eifie, and it is as certain as the sun rises each morning!”

“I’m sorry,” Nano says sadly. “If I may ask, how did you get out?”

“The strength of my love shall overcome any obstacle we might face, so long as we are one.”

“Sorry…for what? Get out of what?” Eifie says, confused.

“First, we must get your parents’ blessing, but that will be no problem at all once they see the strength of our bond and the trust that we share.”

It’s now Nano’s turn to look confused. “Don’t you know? Xunil’s been completely destroyed.”
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“Second, we—” Rymo suddenly stops, gasping. “My lady! If you need a manly shoulder to cry on, mine shall be more than adequate for you!” He thrusts his comparably tiny shoulder to the beanbag chair. Nano glares at him, and he backs away.

Eifie pushes him away, a large pit growing at the bottom of her stomach as some key observations she’s made over the past two days start clicking into place. “Sorry? What do you mean, ‘destroyed’?”

Nano puts his hands over his mouth, shocked. “Oh, no, I didn’t mean to…I thought you already knew… I guess you must have been in Demauge when it happened…and it was censored. We walked here from Ciers yesterday, and it was all over the news there.” He starts fidgeting with his hands in front of his lap. “Two days ago, there was this huge explosion that completely wiped out the city. Every building was flattened, and there were…there were no survivors.”

“Oh.” Eifie’s expression is completely neutral. “I see.”

Noticing that Eifie’s tone has changed rapidly, Nano stops fidgeting, his voice becoming more positive. “Of course, people are still looking! Eos has sent hundreds of people to help look for more survivors! We just don’t know yet—”

“You don’t need to sugarcoat it.” Eifie stands, disregarding the book that falls off her lap. “Thank you very much for what you’ve told me.”

“Are—are you all right?” Nano sounds a little nervous as the temperature around Eifie continues to drop.

“I’m perfectly fine. I’d just like to have a discussion with a couple of people I know.” The books remaining in her stack to read stay untouched as she moves toward the entrance of the library.

“Waaait for meee, Eifieee!” Rymo bounds after Eifie, who pays him no mind. Nano follows his brother, exasperated.

“Rymo, wait!”



Eifie stands motionless at the front of the library, waiting for someone to walk through the doors. Rymo pats her hand comfortingly. “Now, now, princess, don’t feel so glum. I’ll buy you an ice cream, and then we can sail the seven seas tog—”

Nano pulls Rymo away from her. “Rymo,” he hisses, “stop! You can’t…you should stay away from her for now. And she’s not your girlfriend, either, until she agrees to be.”

Rymo’s eyebrows wiggle at his older brother. “Ooh la la,” he says in a singsong voice, “dear brother, might you be in love with my fair maiden as well? I’ll have you know that—”

Nano stares into Rymo’s eyes, cutting him off by gripping his shoulders tightly. “No, I’m not. I’m telling you that now is not a good time to play around. Are we bothering you?” He directs his last question to Eifie, who glances back at them indifferently.

“Not at all. I’ll be leaving soon, don’t worry.”

“See? She doesn’t reject my advances. And so I will be with my love forever and ever and ever!”

“That…” Nano shakes his head, giving up. “Whatever.”



After a quiet silence passes, occasionally spoiled by Rymo’s declarations of love, Siava strides through the double oaken doors of the library, surprised to see Eifie so close to the entrance. “Heh,” she laughs. “So you got bored of the library, too? Completely understandable. If I knew, I would have returned earlier, but…” she shrugs dismissively. “And who are these two?”

“Siava,” Eifie says patiently. “Can I talk with you?” She turns to Nano and Rymo, who both look shocked at the sight of Siava. “Thanks, guys.”

Rymo is the first to respond. “Anything for my princess!” Siava looks curiously from Rymo to Eifie, but doesn’t say anything.

“I’m Nano, and this is my brother, Rymo. Pleased to meet you, Administrator.”

“Administrator?” Eifie supposes it made sense. At the HackFest, Siava had said that she was the event coordinator, replacing the Head Administrator, Minestro. “Huh.”

Siava wears a sheepish expression, scratching the back of her head. “Ah, yes. I’m one of the five Administrators of Demauge. Sorry about not telling you, Eifie, I was going to do it…someday. It’s nice to meet you too, Nano, Rymo.”

Eifie nods. “Yes. I understand.” They begin to leave, but a quiet wail from Rymo makes Eifie turn around. Nano is holding him back firmly while smiling nonchalantly at them.

“Bye!”

“Nooo, princess, don’t leave me! Nano, let me go! I’ll be in this very spot tomorrow, princess—see you there!”

Eifie smiles at his antics, and gives him a wave before departing with Siava. Rymo instantly perks up. “Nano, she acknowledged me! This is a new chapter in the story of our love!”



On the walk through the parking lot, Siava asks jokingly, “Found yourself a boyfriend already? If you don’t mind me saying, he might be a little too young for you.”

Eifie stays silent.

“Too nervous to talk about it? Don’t worry,” she pats Eifie’s back, who tries not to shiver. “When I was your age, I was a timid wallflower, just like—”

“Siava.” Eifie cuts her off as she starts the ignition.

“Hm?” The car vrooms out of the parking lot.

“How long have you known that Xunil is destroyed and that my parents are dead?”

The car lurches to a stop in front of a traffic light. Siava looks stunned. “Who told you about that?” she asks sharply.

“Nano and Rymo. They’re Ciersian.”

A honk behind them spurs Siava to start driving again. “I… For a while now,” she admits. “Immediately after you left HackFest, Minestro came back from the leaders’ summit in Xunil. Leeco ordered all of the Farelean cities to keep it under wraps, but Ciers was never good at censorship.”

Eifie’s vision becomes oddly blurry. “Is that why the trains were down, and you let me…”

Siava lets out a long sigh. “Yes. There was no maintenance. No one wanted to pay for the rebuilding of the continental railway. I’m sorry, Eifie. Selene wanted to tell you as soon as possible, but I made her keep it secret—that’s what our argument was about the other night. I said it would be too cruel to tell you everything all at once, so I told her that when the time was right, I’d make sure you knew everything, slowly. But I didn’t consider that someone else would just blatantly say it to your face. That was a big miscalculation on my part.”

“Oh,” Eifie says simply, her expression unchanging. “I see.”

Siava turns occasionally, casting concerned looks at Eifie, who is sitting perfectly still beside her. “Er, are you…okay? I totally understand if you hate me, but—”

“No. No, everything you did was completely understandable.”

“I…thought you’d be a little more…upset.”

“Did you?”

The rest of the car ride is filled with uncomfortable silence.



Siava’s House, Demauge

“Eifie, you’re back!” Selene greets them when they return. “Siava told me not to tell you, but there I can’t do that—Siava, don’t even try to stop me—”

“She knows,” Siava says, sounding all-too fatigued. Eifie nods and walks away from the two toward the room she was lent.

Selene looks flabbergasted. “What, did you tell her?”

“Some Ciersians did at Central Library.”

“Oh, no,” Selene’s expression is one of horror, which fades to anger as she turns on Siava. “I told you, Siava! I told you that she was going to find out eventually. Hiding something this big never works! Have you ever read a mystery novel?”

“I know.” Siava rubs her eyes and slouches. “Selene, I’m tired. Can I leave now?”

“…No.” Selene glances back at the door that Eifie had entered then shut. “We can, however, discuss this away from her.” She says the last bit in a whisper. “Let’s go upstairs.”



The bed depresses when Eifie sits on its edge, crossing one leg over another. It’s impossible to tell the expression her face wears in the dim light of dusk, the translucent curtains drawn over the windows only making it more difficult to discern any clear detail. For a couple of minutes she just sits there, watching long shadows move across the carpeted floor. She takes out her bag and slowly feels around inside for the items that she had taken from home: a bag of chips she had never felt hungry enough to eat, her bright pink identification card and blue Farele Free Travel Pass, a few bills given to her in case of emergency, and her phone that can’t connect to anything outside of Xunil.

And it never would again.

Her knuckles turn white as she squeezes the device. It suddenly turns on, the screen showing the last few messages her mother had beamed to her:

You can’t miss it; it’s a giant glowing cup of coffee.

It’s as if the designers wanted to make it a coffee cup.

The sun outside her window continues its descent, dipping below the horizon to bathe the room in a warm orange light. The colour reminds her of the day she had first arrived in Demauge to attend the HackFest, when she had dared to approach Siava to ask for help.

As it turns out, she needn’t have asked. Since of course Siava pitied her…though she had never said so out loud, Eifie knows for sure that that must be the case. For why else would anyone spend so much time and money on someone like her? She understands it’s a very kind action; pity alone is nowhere near strong enough for someone to give up so much for nothing at all in return. But even still…

A cloud blots out the sun and the gold fades, restoring the darkness that had been so prevalent previously in the room, just as Eifie hears knocks on her door. “Eifie? It’s Selene. Can I come in?”

“Yes.” It comes out almost as a whisper.

The door swings open without a sound, white light shining in from the hallway to illuminate Selene, who gently shuts it as quietly as it opened. The light is gone, yet more white replaced by black. “I…wanted to check up on you.”

“Don’t worry about me, I’m completely okay.” Eifie lifts her head to meet Selene’s gaze, but falters soon after and averts her eyes. She takes a deep breath. “Absolutely, completely fine.”

“I can’t imagine what you’re going through,” Selene says, sitting down a respectable distance away from Eifie on the bed, “but I just wanted to let you know that…you can talk to me or Siava at any time.” She chuckles dryly. “Well, maybe not Siava. She cares, you know, in her own way. But only in her own way.”

Eifie gives no response.

“Whenever I’m down,” Selene continues quietly, “I tend to do something else to distract myself. Do you…want to help me make tonight’s dinner?” Eifie hesitates, but eventually nods. Selene pushes herself off of the bed and offers a hand with a kind smile. “Ready?”

Eifie takes the proffered hand and returns a much smaller smile. “Okay.”



The sharp white of the light-emitting diodes stands out in stark contrast against the subdued dark blue of the setting sky, and Eifie takes a few moments to blink and let her eyes adjust to the lighting. When her vision clears, Selene has already taken out a chicken, some potatoes, and a jar filled with an thick amber liquid that, based on the other ingredients, is probably some sort of stock or broth. “We’ll be making roast chicken with mashed potatoes today—you can start by peeling the potatoes.”

The potatoes are firm and easy to peel—it takes about a minute for all five of the pristine golden potatoes to be stripped of their skin with the aid of a vegetable peeler. Eifie gives them each a quick scrub to wash off any remaining peel. “Have you ever prepared food before?” Selene asks her as the last potato has its flesh revealed.

“A little bit. I’ve made mashed potatoes before.” She’s made so much of it in her life that all of the steps come easily to her. Memories of the various times she’s been left alone in the evening and resorting to making mashed potato surface up to the top of her mind, but she pushes them down before she thinks too much about it. “Then I cut them into quarters, right?”

“Yep.” The repetitive motion of lifting and pressing down on the hilt of a knife is calming, allowing Eifie to simply stop thinking about anything that had happened or she had learned earlier in the day.

A blast of heat suddenly warms her legs. Eifie looks over her shoulder while continuing to cut potatoes to see Selene placing a skillet with the chicken on it into the oven. A pot filled with water is also resting on top of the stove.

“Done with the potatoes?”

Looking down at the cutting board, Eifie realises she’s cut the potatoes perhaps a tad smaller than quarters—they’re more like medium-sized cubes at this point. “Er, yes.”

Selene looks over her shoulder. “Those are fine—nice work.” She takes the board from Eifie and uses the flat side of the knife to push the potatoes into the pot of water, then she adds a pinch of salt and turns a knob below the stove. “These should be done in about twenty minutes. In the meantime, could you grab the butter and the milk from the fridge? The butter should near the top of the refrigerator door and the milk should be somewhere in the middle.” Taking two more empty saucepans, she sets both behind the pot cooking the potatoes on their own stoves.

The wide assortment of foods causes Eifie to pause when she opens the refrigerator. Scanning all of the greens and and yellows and reds and purples, she has to shake her head to return her mind to the task at hand. The package of butter is neatly labelled on the top, and the jug of milk lies in the centre as per Selene’s instructions. The jug of milk. Eifie is almost offended by the concept of a milk jug as opposed to the much more practical—not to mention economical and nature-friendly—milk bags, but wisely chooses not to start a debate with Selene about the merits of each.

The fridge door closes and Eifie hands over one block of butter and one milk…jug to Selene, who pours some milk and slices off a chunk of butter into each saucepan, then pours about twice as much flour as butter into one of the liquids. She watches as Selene stirs the butter with the milk and heats it until the smell of warm milk drifts from the mixture. Selene takes the jar of liquid and pours it into one of the saucepans—judging by its opacity, it’s almost definitely stock. As the gravy simmers, the savoury aroma of cooked chicken begins to fill the room—whether it’s from the cooking gravy or the roasting chicken, Eifie doesn’t exactly know.

Selene hums as she stirs the gravy with her right arm and stabs a fork into one of the potatoes. Deeming it to be sufficiently soft, a strainer is used to take the cubic potatoes and move them into a large metal bowl. She hands Eifie a potato masher and the saucepan with just butter and milk in it. “You know what to do?”

Nodding once more, Eifie takes the proffered tool and container and uses both hands to press the potato masher and crush the potato. It takes more effort than she would admit, but eventually she gets the cubes into much smaller chunks, pouring in some of the dairy mixture from time to time. It somewhat resembles Siava, actually.

Her strength returns as she pummels the poor potatoes with strike after strike from her trusty potato masher, and in the end, her arms are very tired but Selene nods approvingly at the extremely smooth mashed potato. “Nice job. You might have went a little overboard, though.” She lowers a fork into the warm starchy food—it sinks easily. “This is almost like a smoothie.” Eifie is too out of breath to respond, but Selene pays that no mind, opening the oven door to send another wave of heat at Eifie. “The chicken’s ready—we’ll leave it out for a few minutes to cool before serving it.” She inspects the stove where the brown liquid remains simmering. “I think the gravy’s ready, too. Can you help set the table?”

The table is laid out with three plates with a moderate helping of smoothie potato and gravy along with a spoon, fork, and knife right beside. A wooden block is set in the centre of the table where the skillet holding the crispy-skinned chicken sits on top of while it cools.

Conveniently, Siava rushes down the stairs. “I smell food! Is that roast chicken?”

“Yes, it is.” Selene uses a large knife and fork to expertly carve out pieces of chicken. The meat juices collect in the base of the skillet, enhancing the already-enticing smell of roasted meat.

Siava swallows as she takes a seat opposite Selene and Eifie. “You’ve outdone yourself this time, Selene—that chicken smells amazing! And these potatoes—so soft!”

“Eifie helped with the potato.” Selene continues to cut the meat up into manageable sizes.

“Oh, Eifie… Thanks—it’s really good!” Eifie acknowledges the compliment with a slightly stiffer than usual nod.

Selene takes the bones emptied of their flesh off of the skillet and sets her tools aside before finally taking a seat and starting to eat. Eifie follows along and dresses her chicken in gravy and some of her smoothie potato before taking a bite out of it.

It’s very nice chicken. The meat is tender and flavourful yet the skin is nice and crispy—roasted to perfection. The savoury gravy on top only adds more umami to the chicken, and the potato nicely rounds out the whole thing by acting as a buffer between the salty foods. Each chew is like experiencing the food over and over again at exactly the perfect rate to maximise enjoyment. “It’s really good.”

“Thanks,” Selene says, sounding appreciative.

After a few minutes of just the sounds of the clinking of silverware and the splurches of spoon in potato, Eifie places her spoon in her mound of potato and takes a deep breath. “Um,” she begins, drawing the attention of both Siava and Selene. “I…want to go back to Xunil.”

Siava shakes her head sadly, not overly surprised by the statement. “No can do. Borders are closed and it’s a ruined mess, from what I’ve heard. Even I can’t pull strings as an Administrator to let you through. Orders straight from Farele.”

The smoothie potato is nowhere near strong enough to hold the spoon in place and it falls to the side of the plate. “The whole alliance?” Selene sounds surprised.

“Yeah, you’d have to be in…” Siava sketches a quick map in her potato, “Eos, I think. That’s the only non-Farelean city to border Xunil. Since you’re Xunilean—the Enigma alliance also has free travel in its borders, and you’re a citizen of Enigma, so in theory…” She draws a line from the bottom of her plate and curves it to the right, forming an upside-down “U”. “If you really wanted to go there, you could head north to Ciers, then up northwest over to Eos, and finally back south to Xunil. That’s a long journey, and Ciers and Eos aren’t very developed cities. I know that Ciers doesn’t really have private transit, and public transit outside of the city is only the continental railway that shut down. Selene or I might be able to drive you there, but we wouldn’t be able to stay long enough to take you to Eos.”

The long list of directions and cities is completely understood by Eifie, who has formed her own mental map of the route required. “Yeah, that sounds good. Can I leave tomorrow?”

Siava is taken aback. “Seriously? Wait a minute, maybe you should reconsider this a little bit, not make a rash decision right away.”

“We’ve kept her here long enough, Siava. We’re not her parents. She can do whatever she wants to do.”

Siava raises her voice. “Well, that’s because her real parents are—”

“Don’t,” Selene warns.

Giving an apologetic look at Eifie, who just mindlessly continues eating her smoothie potato, Siava resumes her argument. “Sorry, Eifie. No, Selene, you don’t understand! She’s going to—”

“What don’t I understand, Siava?” Selene’s tone has adopted a hint of anger. “That I don’t know what it’s like to have my family raped and slaughtered? That I don’t know what it’s like to live in a city that wants me dead? Because I can tell you, Siava, that I very much do understand. If anything, it’s you who doesn’t understand a single thing!”

“I didn’t mean it that way…”

“Well, it certainly sounds like you did!” Selene rises to her feet, holding an arm out in front of Eifie protectively. “We can’t control her every action, you know!”

“We aren’t—this is nothing like what happened to you, Selene! Unlike you, she’s perfectly safe right here, right now, and Demauge isn’t Emina—no one is trying to kill her! If anything, it’s could be even worse out there! Who know what she’s going to find? At least here she has a safety net.”

“Guy yesterday definitely seemed like he tried ,” Selene mutters. “Do you really think she’s going to be happy in Demauge? Demauge! They’d be celebrating in the streets if they found out that Xunil was destroyed! What makes you think she won’t experience absolute hell here? You have to consider the risk versus the reward. By the way,” she adds mockingly, “how’s that anti-discrimination campaign coming along?”

“Terribly,” Siava says quietly.

“Exactly—you’re not going to be able to get rid of something so deep-rooted as this kind of systemic discrimination without some serious reforms in society.”

“Maybe one of us can keep an eye on her whenever she’s out.”

“That’s not possible and you know it.”

“Fine.” Siava slumps back in her chair, defeated. “I’ve got a meeting tomorrow with the rest of the Administrators, so you’ll have to drive her to Ciers.”

“Fine by me.” Selene sits back down in her chair and resumes her meal.

“Thank you,” Eifie murmurs.

“My pleasure.” Siava scowls at them both. “More potato?” offers Selene, noticing that Eifie has almost finished her dinner.

“Yes, please.”



Later that night, Selene paces around Eifie’s while the room while Eifie herself is sitting against the wall on the carpet. “Even though Siava’s still wrong, she had a couple of good points. I can give you money and supplies, but I can’t send you out to Ciers and then Eos alone—that’s practically suicide.”

“I met a couple of Ciersians today that were nice,” Eifie offers, thinking of Nano and Rymo. “I could ask them to guide me around Ciers at least.”

“You know Ciersians, here in Demauge?” Selene’s brow furrows as she thinks. “Oh, are they the ones who told you…about that?” Eifie nods. “I don’t know… I have a couple of friends in Ciers that I met awhile back—we’re on friendly terms, so they can probably help you out.” The ghost of a smile flits across her face. “One certainly has the capability to do so. Ciers is a huge city, though, and it’s much…rougher than Demauge, so it’d be good for you to have a guide once you arrive, since private vehicles aren’t allowed in the city borders. I’d have to drop you off just outside. Are you certain you can trust those people you met?”

Eifie answers with an affirmative. “I can say that one of them is probably incapable of doing anything remotely harmful.”

Selene still appears unconvinced. “If you’re sure… They’d have to agree to come along, too.”

“I’ll only have to convince one of them. The other would follow me wherever I went.”

Selene looks at her oddly. “What…?” She shakes her head. “Anyway, I’ll prepare some documents for you along with an address if you need it. Rio’s a close friend of mine. If you talk to her, I’m sure that she’ll be able to pull some strings—a lot of them, actually.” She sets off, presumably to prepare the documents and address.

“Documents? Why documents?”



The sun is high in the sky when Siava resignedly waves them off. “Bye, Eifie! You’ll always be welcome here, don’t forget that!”

“Bye! And thank you!” Eifie calls back.

“Ready to go?” Selene starts the ignition on her compact black sedan as Eifie hops in the back with her bag once more in her lap.

“Yep!”

“Central Library, hm?” Selene flexes her fingers before gripping onto the steering wheel. “That’s not too bad of a detour.”

The car vrooms away from Siava’s house for the last time. Eifie looks back through the rear window to gaze at the white-and-black modern-style building. Even with all that had happened, she had liked staying with Siava and Selene. They were kind people, in spite of that time when Siava had neglected to tell her that everything she knew and loved had all been removed from this world in a firey explosion. Aside from that, she liked Siava’s enthusiastic attitude and Selene’s slightly more brooding personality. She’d probably actually miss them after she left.

Resolving to return sometime in the future, Eifie looks back at one of the only non-black-and-yellow buildings she’s seen in Demauge one last time before facing ahead to watch the landscape pass by faster and faster.

Day 15: 4064 words
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Central Library, Demauge

“Eifie!” Immediately after Eifie opens the doors to Central Library, Rymo runs up to her and tries to embrace her, but is held back by his older brother.

“Rymo, you can’t do that,” he scolds, looking back at her apologetically. “You don’t know her at all.”

“What are you talking about?” Rymo’s eyes are as wide as beanbag chairs as he looks back and forth between his brother and Eifie, the latter to whom his hand remains outstretched. “She’s my girlfriend!”

Nano sighs a long, tired, experienced, disappointed sigh that conveys so much. “I apologise for my little brother,” he repeats what he said yesterday. “I couldn’t stop the rascal.” Despite the gentle rebuke, his tone is affectionate when referring to his younger sibling.

“Oh, that’s okay.” Eifie feels very awkward right now—during the brief journey from the car where Selene waits to the library, her imagination produces forth an endless array of possibilities of their encounter, ranging from flat denial to a complete blow-up. “Um, I was wondering… This might be a little sudden, but could you two be my guide around Ciers?” She tilts her head down, avoiding Nano’s gaze, but by doing so meets Rymo’s instead, who has gotten closer to her than she prefers.

His eyes are sparkling and he wears an entirely innocent smile of joy. “Yes! Please take me with you, my beloved!”

Taking a step back and holding her hands out to increase the distance between them, Eifie smiles unsurely and looks to Nano, who for his part looks conflicted. “We were planning on heading back today right after Rymo saw you again, so…” He pats the bulky backpack he’s wearing. “You might need some time to gather supplies. Ciers is a week-long walk, and the trains aren’t running.” Rymo’s eyes brighten even more.

“That’s fine!” she says a bit too quickly, rapidly shaking her head. “We can leave right away if you want. My friend’s okay with driving us there—she says it’s just four hours one way.”

“Oh.” Nano’s expression turns sour briefly before returning to neutral. “That’s…nice of your friend.”

The light reflecting off of Rymo’s iris dims slightly but is still very shiny from all of the brightening earlier. “A car? Nano, why don’t we try riding a car? That sounds fun!”

Nano shifts his weight from foot to foot. “Umm… Are you sure?”

“What do we have to lose?”

“That’s a terrible reason.”

Rymo pouts, and the cute childish expression warms Eifie’s heart. “But it’s with Eiiifie,” he whines. “Pleeease?” Eifie’s hopes are high as she waits for Nano’s response.

“…Fine.”

“Yay!” Eifie inwardly cheers along with Rymo. “Let’s go, let’s go!” He skips out of the library, dragging Eifie’s hand along. Nano waves his hand as if to say, Just go along with it.

Outside, Eifie courteously holds the rear door open for Rymo to hop inside. His brother follows in much more cautiously shortly after. “Hello, boys.” Selene’s voice comes from the front. “I’m Selene, and I’ll be your taxi driver today. Eifie says you two are from Ciers?”

“Yeah! We don’t have cars there,” Rymo agrees, patting the empty seat beside him. Eifie in the front passenger seat watches Selene as she judges the two Ciersians in the back. Against the pristine white seats, it’s only now that Eifie notices that their clothes are a little less vibrant and are very well-travelled. Rymo’s jacket is even missing a button.

“Good to know.” Selene casts a furtive glance of doubt. It’s not too late to kick them off, her expression reads. Eifie shakes her head. She trusts them enough at least to the point that she’s confident they can lead her to whatever contact Selene has in Ciers.

“Seat belts on,” Selene says, starting the car. “So,” she looks at the rearview mirror, “what are your names?”

“I’m Rymo, this is my big brother, Nano, and that’s my girlfriend, Eifie!” Rymo says enthusiastically. Nano puts his face in his hands. Eifie herself shrinks in her seat.

Selene has a bewildered expression on her face. “Sorry?”

“Ah, that’s not—” Eifie tries, but is cut off by Rymo.

“That’s Eifie, the smartest, nicest, funniest, prettiest, bravest, greatest, and bestest girlfriend ever!” He sways in his seat, holding his hand to his chest.

Selene convincingly nods understandingly. “Oh, I see. Got it.”

Although she’s known him for less than a day, Eifie’s already starting to tune out all of the flattery coming out of Rymo. Judging by the mild panic on Nano’s face, however, he still hasn’t. “Wait, that’s not what he means—”

“You don’t believe me?” Rymo huffs. “Well, the power of our love will prove you wrong. You’ll see!”

No one decides to egg him on after that, and silence reigns in the car.

“So, uh, Rymo, was it?” Selene starts the conversation again. “Your Leecan is really good.”

Rymo nods enthusiastically. “Yeah, I went to school in Leeco! Nano graduated in Ciers, though.”

“Oui,” Nano agrees.

“C’est très impressionnant, parler deux langues à votre âge,” Selene comments idly.

Nano looks surprised. “Vous pouvez parler de ciersien aussi?”

“Un peu—j’ai vécu à Ciers pour quelques années.”

Rymo pounds the seat in frustration. “What are you saying! Leecan please!”

Now Selene looks surprised. “Votre frère ne parle pas de ciersien?”

Nano shakes his head. “Unfortunately not—Leeco didn’t bother teaching him Ciersian, what with their ‘standardisation’ and all that, you know?”

Selene smiles wryly. “You’re lucky that Leecan is so popular in Ciers, then.”

“Are you guys talking about Leeco?” Rymo finally hears words that he understands. “Oh, yeah, Leeco’s a great place! They taught me all sorts of things, like how to count to twenty, the multiplication table, long division, and even poetry! I love poetry—you should know that Leecan was my best subject because of poetry. Ooh, Eifie, do you want me to make a poem for you? Ahem.”

“Please no,” Nano answers for her.

“My blood is red, yours might be blue, when we’re murdered together, it’ll make green!” Rymo beams with pride at his creative piece.

“That was horrifying.” Nano doesn’t hide his opinion of his brother’s art. “And it doesn’t even rhyme. And red and blue don’t—whatever.”

“It’s free verse,” Rymo sticks his tongue out defiantly, “so it doesn’t have to rhyme. Ha!”

“What kind of poem doesn’t even rhyme,” Nano mutters.

The back-and-forth between Nano and Rymo continues on over the muffled sound of tires roaring against the dirt roads for the next hour or so until a distressed noise from the seats in the back raises their attention. Rymo is slapping Nano’s back over and over again while he bends over, his hands clutching his stomach. “Oogh,” he groans. “Rymo, please…”

Rymo continues to send shocks through his brother’s system. “Are you choking? Eifie,” he looks up worriedly at her, “I think Nano’s choking! What do I do?”

“Rymo?” Selene says. “Nano isn’t choking—he can talk to you. It’s much more likely that he’s experiencing motion sickness.” All four windows slide down, allowing fresh air to fiercely flow through the vehicle. “Does that help?”

Nano rests his head on the window and closes his eyes. “A bit.”

Selene frowns. “That’s unfortunate. We still have a couple of hours to go. If you ever need to stop and go outside, let me know, all right?”

Nano weakly bobs his head up and down, letting the colder wind outside blow on his face. “Okay.”



The car slows to a gentle stop. “We’re here,” Selene announces. Eifie quickly sits up, startled from her nap.

Nano breathes out a sigh of relief, instantly falling to the ground outside as soon as he pushes the car door open. “I never want to ride in one of these ever again.”

Rymo is wide-eyed. “That was so fast!” He rubs his eyes and blinks a few times as if to confirm his eyes are working properly. “That’s Ciers!”

In front of them lies a sprawling city with none of the shining glass buildings or tall metal skyscrapers that were so prominent in Demauge. Brown and gray are the two colours that are predominantly used, but dots and splashes of other vibrant colours such as red and purple can be seen from their vantage point. The one obvious spectacle is the comparatively huge tower located just off-centre of the city shaped like a curved arrowhead, and tiny specks of people can be seen moving around the busy streets.

Selene and Eifie step outside to stretch out the kinks from the long drive and to look out over the well-travelled path that leads straight into the city. The strong wind forces them Selene to hold back her hair to keep it from flying in front of her face. Eifie’s ponytail is easier to manage.

“Wow,” Eifie says. “I’ve never seen Ciers like this before. It’s huge.”

“It’s a big city all right,” Nano agrees, walking up from behind her. “It’s about as big as Leeco.”

Eifie feels a hand on her shoulder, turning around to Selene. “It’s a long four-hour drive back. This is as far as I can take you, Eifie.” She takes a deep breath. “I wish you luck on your journey, and hope you find what you’re looking for.”

“Thank you, Selene. For everything.” She hesitates, unsure of how to proceed.

“Like Siava said, you’re always free to come by whenever you’re in Demauge.”

Eifie nods.

“Stay safe and stay positive, Eifueo!”

Selene leaves in the sedan, waving back at Eifie through all of the dust that the wheels kick up. As she relaxes in the midday sun, Rymo charges in front of her, screaming at the top of his lungs as he runs down the long slope to Ciers.

“Wheeeeeeeee!”

Nano reaches out to grab him, but he misses the collar of his shirt by a centimetre. “Rymo, wait!” He charges down right after his brother, calling over his shoulder, “Meet you at the bottom!”
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Following at a more leisurely pace, Eifie has to lean backward to avoid rolling down the hill. Up ahead, Rymo lies on his back in the grass, covered in dust and dirt, laughing his guts out. “That was amazing! So much better than running!”

“Get up, Rymo,” Nano grumbles. “We’re here to guide her around, not play around.”

As if he hadn’t been rolling all over the ground a second earlier, Rymo instantly snaps to attention. Miraculously, his clothes are as clean as they were before. “Yes, sir!” He twists his body in-place to the right to face Eifie, then brings his left foot forward and stomps it into the ground as if he’s a footsoldier. “Corporal Eifie, ma’am, what are your orders?” he says, saluting completely incorrectly.

Disarmed, Eifie blinks several times before fully comprehending the situation. “Huh? Oh, uh…”

“Stop it, Rymo.” Nano drags his brother away from her and toward the entrance to the city. “Your friend said that you had a specific destination in mind?”

“Right.” She rummages around her bag and takes out the paper that Selene had scribbled her friend’s address onto. “Uh, someone named Rio Noh…Nohigi? At 11 Larapelio Avenue.”

Nano frowns, his expression as if he was surprised by what she had said but almost expecting it nevertheless. “…Really. Rio Nohigi. That’s your contact?”

“That’s what it says here. Is there anything wrong?”

“No,” he says unconvincingly. “No, not at all! I’ll show you to her right away. Rymo, you know where to go?”

“Oh, yeah! Everyone knows where the Pr—”

“Yes,” Nano interrupts. “There. Number eleven, Larapelio Avenue.” He turns to Eifie. “You don’t mind if we stop by our place for a bit, do you?” he says almost sarcastically.

Eifie’s not entirely sure what’s going through Nano’s mind, but he looks unexpectedly unhappy. “No, that’s fine.” She doesn’t pry, though, since she doesn’t want to be rude.

“Sure!” Rymo exclaims. “We’re off on our journey around Ciers!” Leading the trio, he marches off, followed by Eifie and Nano, the latter taking the rear.



Southern District, Ciers

The gradual transition from rural countryside to urban city lets Eifie watch as the spaced-out mud and clay huts become more normal wooden and brick buildings that stack multiple stories, but the more…natural homes still exist in between the cracks of the sturdier ones. Along the cobblestone streets are vendors selling various goods, filling the air with the smell of food and the sound of advertisements.

“Grilled cheese sandwiches, the best grilled cheese sandwiches in Ciers!”

“Get your magic charms here! Guaranteed to ward against every type of demon there is at the lowest price!”

Eifie is so absorbed by the thought of grilled cheese sandwiches—come to think of it, she hadn’t had any food for nearly four hours, and goes to ask Rymo if they can maybe grab some food.

Unfortunately for her, Rymo is nowhere to be seen. Turning in a full circle, she grows worried when she can spot neither Rymo nor Nano, as if they had just vanished into the crowd. She looks again and again, each time her frown increasing as she thinks about having to ask some random person in the street directions. She doesn’t believe they abandoned her—well, maybe Nano, but certainly not Rymo—and is right about to try walking around and searching for them when her back is tapped. Hoping it’s Nano, she’s disheartened and a little scared when a woman in clothing near tatters, exposing her voluptuous curves, turns out to be the source of the physical contact.

“Mademoiselle.” Her grip tightens on Eifie’s shoulder to the point that it causes pain, looking her up and down and nodding in a satisfied manner. “Vous perdez-vous?”

The woman’s aura becomes utterly unthreatening. Eifie relaxes. “Er, oui. Avez-vous vu un petit—”

“Get away from her!” a shrill voice cries, the owner of which is promptly revealed to be Rymo wielding a bat as he charges toward them. He whacks the woman on her head over and over, who tries to cover her head to no avail. Too shocked to act, Eifie just watches.

“Imbécile! Arrêtez!”

“Wait—” It’s too late. The poor woman has already escaped while Rymo stands proudly holding his bat against his waist.

“I have saved you, my princess. No harm shall befall you while your knight, Rymo, is by your side!”

“Rymo…” Eifie sighs. “That was a nice person who was trying to help!” she scolds him.

“Oh yeah?” Rymo asks boldly, undeterred by her rejection. “Well, why would you need help from anyone other than me?”

Nano pushes through the crowd. “God damn it, Rymo, you have to stop running away like that!”

“Sorry,” Rymo says unapologetically. “I had to save Eifie.”

Nano looks to Eifie for confirmation. She shakes her head, suddenly feeling like she understands Nano’s moodiness all of the time a bit better now. “Nope. Not buying it this time,” he says to his brother. “Sorry for leaving you alone, Eifie. We dropped by our place to drop off and pick up a couple of things.” The bag on his back is noticeably smaller.

“Oh, I guess…that’s fine.”

“Come on! It’s still another hour of walking until we get there!” Rymo encourages them, already metres away from them.

“Another hour?”

Nano chuckles dryly. “We did tell you Ciers was big. Getting to the Nyread Tower in the centre of the city is another three hours, you know. Maybe two on a rainy day.”

“How do you even live here without people movers,” Eifie grumbles.

Nano pats the side of his leg. “Good ol’ walking, of course. I suppose you aren’t very used to so much exercise, are you,” he says haughtily.

“Er, no, not really.”



Central District, Ciers

Exactly an hour later, Eifie enters what appears to be the richer neighbourhoods. Houses are more similar to the ones she’s seen in Demauge—without being black and yellow, of course—and there are fewer people on the road. Up ahead, a large collection of buildings along with many flags clearly identifies the Parliament of Ciers, a familiar sight for Eifie. She blinks. She’s been here before—just never by address, instead always through the train station located right beside the entrance to Parliament. “I didn’t realise how big Ciers was. I think still don’t understand how big it is.”

“We’re not heading in there today. Turn right, Rymo!” Nano calls.

Eventually, they end up in front of a more modest building compared to all of the one around it. “I thought it’d be bigger,” Nano comments.

Rymo tilts his head upward to get a full view of the house as he crosses the garden and stands on the doorstep, finger on the doorbell. “I’m ringing the doorbell!” The doorbell is rung. It opens as soon as the sound fades to a burly man in sunglasses and a black suit.

“Nom et activité?”

Once his jaw returns to his face, Nano nudges Eifie. “Oh, uh… Je suis…Eifueo, et je suis ici pour…” She peeks at the paper. “Rio No…Nohigi.”

Her small Leecan accent must have been obvious, because the man switches from Ciersian to Leecan. “Do you have an appointment?”

“I-I have documents!” Eifie pulls out the slightly crumpled papers that Selene had given her hurriedly. The man flips through them quickly.

“Please wait here.” He keeps Eifie’s documents but closes the door. The trio hears indiscernible speech and footsteps for almost a minute before the door opens once again, this time to a nice-looking old lady with spectacles. “Good afternoon, children. My name is Rio,” she says in flawless Leecan, smiling at them kindly. “It seems that you have some business with me. Why don’t you come on in?”

Both Nano and Rymo have their mouths agape at the sight of Rio. As Eifie steps inside the house, she turns back, confused. “You guys can come in, too.”

“U-uh,” Nano stammers.

“Really?” Rymo asks hopefully.

“Of course,” Rio says. “I presume you’re Eifie? And these are your friends? You must tell me your names, but you can certainly sit and perhaps enjoy some tea while we discuss this.” She holds up the documents that Eifie had given the man in the black suit.

Eifie’s puzzled why an old woman has a person so intimidating answering her front door, but she doesn’t want to be rude, so leaves the topic aside.

“Sugar or milk?” Rio pours tea for each of them.

“Sugar for me! And lots of it, please!”

“Milk, please.”

“Just tea is fine, thank you,” Nano says almost reverently.

“Who is she?” Eifie whispers into Nano’s ear, curiosity finally bursting to be satiated.

“Why, Eifie, surely you know it’s not polite to talk about others behind their back.” Rio tut-tuts, waving a finger. “You don’t mind if I call you Eifie, do you? Selene tells me that’s what you prefer to be called.”

“Eifie is fine.”

“In any event, I’m surprised you haven’t heard of me. I am the current Prime Minister of Ciers.”

Eifie is shocked. But really, she shouldn’t be shocked, since she’s quite involved in the political processes of other cities from travelling around the continent of Barin with her mother. For Ciers, as such a close trading partner, the second-largest city in Barin, and as part of the Farele alliance, she should know far more than the name of the current leader. The only explanation for this is that the author must have made a mistake, and that he simply is not competent enough to keep all of his facts straight—evident by the many retroactive continuities due to frantic improvisation. As such, Eifie is shocked but really shouldn’t be shocked but is shocked nevertheless.

“You’re the Prime Minister?” No wonder Selene had said that her friend would be capable of helping her.

“Wow!” Rymo squeals, hopping out of his chair to run up to Prime Minister Nohigi, unable to contain his excitement. “You’re amazing! You’re the Prime Minister!”

“Are you sure it’s okay if we call you…by your first name?” Nano asks, concerned.

“Absolutely! No need to fiddle around with formalities everywhere. I only insist that other Members of Parliament address me by my title.”

“How’d you become Prime Minister if you’re so old?” Rymo asks curiously. “You have to be like, seventy! Or a hundred!” Nano gestures at him frantically across his neck, but to his relief, Rio just laughs.

“I just happen to be the most qualified person in my political party. Also, Rymo, you might want to avoid guessing other women’s ages out loud. Not all of them are as tolerant as I am.”
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Residence of the Prime Minister, Central District, Ciers

“It’s been so long since I’ve seen Selene,” Rio muses. “She’s the one who sent you here, correct?” Eifie nods. “I do hope she’s grown up to be a fine young lady. She always had so much potential to start her own business here,” she says wistfully. “But I digress. From her message here, it says that you’re trying to reach Xunil by going through Eos.” She frowns. “I do hope she’s told you that that is a terrible, terrible idea. I’d strongly recommend you reconsider your decision. It’s very dangerous over there right now. In fact, the Farele alliance—that would include Leeco, Ciers, and Demauge—have decided that news of the tragedy stay secret from the populace. If I may ask, how did you get ahold of this information?”

Eifie looks at Nano and Rymo, the former shifting uncomfortably. “Uh…”

“We told her!” Rymo says. “Doesn’t everyone in Ciers know?”

“No, not at all. Where did you hear it from?”

“Everyone we know—in the Southern District at least—seemed to know,” Nano says. “It seemed like public knowledge.”

Rio looks unhappy but not surprised. “I see. We’ve never been particularly effective at concealing sensitive information—it was one of the founding tenets of Ciers. No matter. You’ve asked for help, and who am I to deny you? Especially since Selene asked so nicely, oh yes.” The old woman chuckles. “If you’re heading to Eos…hmm. Do you have valid identification to cross the border?”

“I…have my Xunilean passport?” Eifie takes out her pink identification card.

“I believe that will be sufficient. Granted, the Enigma alliance has their own ways of doing things, but I would presume that they have their own methods of dealing with suddenly destroyed cities. Moving on, unlike the other Farelean cities, you might have noticed that we in Ciers do not have any motor vehicle, and the Xunilean trains are non-functional, so you will need supplies that can last all the way to Eos at the minimum—that’s about a three-day walk in the wilderness, five if you take the road.” Rio taps her chin thoughtfully. “My, that’s certainly a befuddling conundrum, isn’t it? I’m afraid the best I can do is give you plenty of money, but you’ll have to decide how to spend it.” She gestures at one of the five people in black suits hidden in the shadows. “Artie, be a dear and get some money for our guests, would you?” The man vanishes, reappearing seconds later with a small briefcase.

“This should be enough for whatever you could possibly need.” She smiles at them as she presses the briefcase in Eifie’s hands. “If you need anything else, you’re free to come back at any time, all right?

“Thank you, ma’am,” Nano says robotically. “We’ll take our leave now.” He places his empty cup of tea down.

Rio looks startled. “What, already? Are you sure you don’t want to stay a little longer? I have a lovely set of games in the back.”

“Eifie here wants to leave as soon as possible. Isn’t that right?”

“Uh, yes, but—”

“Exactly. Now, if you don’t mind,” he says, taking the briefcase from Eifie’s hands and turns around for the door, “we’ll be taking our leave now.” Rymo scurries after him.

A little flustered, Eifie follows. “Sorry about him— Goodbye!”



Central District, Ciers

“Why did you leave like that?” Eifie demands, snatching the briefcase from Nano. “Isn’t she the prime minister?”

“Don’t you want to get to Eos faster?” Nano argues back, deflecting the question. “If we want to head out tomorrow, we have to start preparing immediately. Ciers is huge; it’ll take ages just going from shop to shop.”

Eifie crosses her arms. “Fine,” she concedes. “But first, can we get food? Rymo looks hungry.”

Nano glances over at his brother. “Foooooood…” Rymo mumbles, swaying on the spot until he falls over and is caught by Eifie. His unfocused eyes stare at her face. “Eifie…you caught me…” He reaches out a hand dramatically to catch a few strands of her hair that had fallen in front of her face, but misses and falls limp in her arms.

“Rymo!” Eifie shakes the boy. “Is he okay?” she asks Nano concernedly.

“He’s fine.” Nano leans in close to Rymo. “If you wake up,” he whispers, “I’ll get you pearl tea.”

Rymo launches himself out of Eifie’s arms, slamming his head into her own in the process. “Pearl t—ow ow ow!” He drops to the floor, clutching his head. Eifie doesn’t lose her balance, but holds her head with an anguished expression, hissing in pain while tears escape her tightly shut eyes.

“You idiots,” Nano shakes his head disapprovingly. He helps Nano up. “Is your head okay?”

“Ow ow ow ow ow ow,” Rymo repeats.

“I guess not.”

Once the pounding in her head starts to fade, Eifie slowly lowers her hands from her face. “Rymo, please don’t do that again…”

“Ow ow ow ow ow ow”

Seeing that Nano appears completely unconcerned, Eifie takes it upon herself to check on Rymo, kneeling so that their differences in height is not so drastic. “How are you feeling?”

“Ow ow ow ow ow ow” Her fingers lightly graze the swollen bulge on his forehead. “OW OW OW OW OW OW”

“Should we take him to a hospital?” she asks Nano.

He shrugs. “Nah. He’ll be perfectly okay any minute now…”

As if by magic, the next moment Rymo embraces Eifie tightly, sniffling. “Eifie! You saved me! My head hurt so much that I was about to explode but then your beautiful hand touched my head and I saw a light at the end of the tunnel and all of the pain went away and I’m sorry!” He buries his head into her chest as if about to start sobbing uncontrollably but flinches instead. “Ow ow ow ow ow ow”



Western District, Ciers

“There’s this place that Rymo and I always go to,” Nano explains, leading the trio. Eifie and Rymo still wince from the head-on collision that had occurred earlier. “It serves pretty good food at an even better price.”

He eventually stops in front of a busy tavern. A wooden sign holds the painted letters “A Busy Tavern” above the open entrance.

Eifie does a double-take. “Wait, a tavern? We’re eating here?”

“Yeah. Got a problem with it? Rymo’s not having any alcohol—the age of adulthood in Ciers is fifteen. I hear you have to wait until twenty-one in other parts of Farele.”

“Eighteen in Xunil,” Eifie says under her breath.

“Anyway, it’s your decision. Unless you have another place in mind?”

Begrudgingly, Eifie follows Nano and Rymo into the tavern. The interior is lively with plenty of people in wooden chairs sitting at wooden tables on the dirt floor. The fragrant smell of fried foods and alcoholic beverages surrounds them. At the counter opposite the entrance, Nano is ordering for the three of them. “One ginger ale, two pearl teas, and three fish and chips, please.”

Rymo excitedly reserves them a booth, salivating. “Fish and chips!”

“Fish and chips?” Eifie asks, setting her bag on the ground and taking a seat opposite Rymo.

“Yes!” He nods enthusiastically. “Fish and chips! Haven’t you heard of them? They’re only the best fried food with the best sauce ever! Also, princess,” he pouts, “why’d you sit all the way over there?”

“Huh?”

“Do you hate me?” Tears well in Rymo’s eyes as he considers the impossible possibility. “Is it because I talk too much? Is it because I’m too young for you?” He puffs out his chest. “I promise, I’ll be the best Rymo you’ve ever seen!”

“What do you mean?”

“You’re not sitting beside me!” he cries. “Does our love not count for at least that much?”
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“Uh…” Eifie doesn’t want to answer that question, if only not to make Rymo feel bad. Before enough time passes to make the situation awkward, Nano arrives with their food, breaking Rymo’s expectant gaze.

“Here you go.” He places a plate of food in front of Eifie and sets Rymo’s and his own down while he takes a seat beside Rymo.

Compared to the extravagant Ciersian restaurants Eifie’s been to during her mother’s business trips—and even the one she went to with Siava in Demauge—the food at the restaurant falls short. Clearly previously frozen, the fish is limp and floppy in her hand even when surrounded in fried batter, and the fries are just fine, nothing special. The tartar sauce accompanying the fish is quietly set to one side, its contents to be destined for the trash as soon as she finishes—it smells far too much like mayonnaise for her liking. All in all, the fish and chips from the dingy place isn’t terrible, but it’s unlike anything she’s used to.

The tartar sauce that smells like mayonnaise is subtly removed from her line of sight and smell as she throws it underhanded into the garbage bin, causing it to splatter white goo inside. It looks suspiciously like bird poop.



“So, uh…” Eifie stares intently at the briefcase of money she with both hands in front of her. “Thank you both for helping me find Rio.”

Nano stands a distance from her, looking away with his arms crossed. “You probably could have found anyone on the street to take you there,” he says grumblingly.

Tears well up in Rymo’s eyes as he rushes forward to make eye contact with her. “Are—are you leaving already?” he asks sadly.

A/N: I don’t quite remember if they already decided all three of them were going to leave together

Eifie sighs. In truth, she would very much like to have the two travel with her to Eos and maybe Xunil as well. Travelling alone for five whole days would be very rough, and she doesn’t know anyone else in a city this large. But she’s already taken up so much of their time—they weren’t even being paid—and she doesn’t want to bother them even more. “Yeah,” she says finally. “I’ll be heading to Eos as soon as I finish getting supplies.”

“Nano!” Rymo barks. “Let’s go to Eos!”

To Eifie’s surprise—but also relief, Nano slowly nods. “Fine. Is that okay with you?” he asks her.

“Oh…yes! Uh, I mean, thank you.” She tries to keep her expression neutral, but a smile slips onto her face.

Rymo cheers. “Yay!” He wraps his arms around her.

“Agh, Rymo, that’s too tight—” The young boy has a deceptively strong, practiced embrace, and it pins her arms to her sides and causes the hard metal briefcase to be pressed against her.

Nano has a more pragmatic reaction. “Do we have enough money for supplies for all three of us?”

Plopping the briefcase on the ground, away from prying eyes, Eifie unstraps it to reveal piles on top of piles of bills. “I think so.”

Nano squints. “That’s…probably enough for the three of us. Ciersian dollars aren’t worth very much, and these ones are, like, five-and ten-dollar bills.

“No matter how much my city’s currency plummets,” Nano declares, “my love for you, princess, shall never fall!”

“Yes, yes,” Nano mumbles. “We’ll need…food and sleeping bags—”

“Cooking equipment and a tent,” Eifie adds.

“—and cooking equipment and a tent if possible. We can definitely get the essentials for three people, but some of the extras might not fit in the budget.”

“Do I have to come?” Rymo complains. “Can’t me and Eifie express our affection while you go shopping?”

“Sorry, Rymo,” Nano says nonchalantly, “she’s the one with the money.”

Rymo slumps, disheartened.



Eastern District, Ciers

It takes an hour before they reach the general marketplace of Ciers and it is in that hour that Eifie just realises how necessary Nano is. Without him, she’d be forced to ask a stranger every few metres for directions in the mess of a city that is Ciers. Her appreciation of his assistance only rises when she watches him haggle with a shopkeeper on the price of some dried meats.

“Thirty dollars? That’s ridiculous! I could get a whole fish for thirty dollars!”

“Bah! What you want is more preposterous! I wouldn’t sell rotten flesh for ten, let alone some of my finest dried meats!”

“Fifteen, then.”

“You’re not getting anything lower than twenty.”

“Deal.”

Meanwhile, Rymo is two stalls down purchasing a large tarp. Eifie holds back a laugh as she listens in on the conversation between him and the flustered vendor.

“Please, mister—I don’t have very much money and this is going to be my family’s bed.” He clasps his hand together, and Eifie easily imagines that his expression is one of sorrow and desperation. “It’s going to be winter soon, mister, could I please have it for five dollars?”

“Oh…I’m very sorry, lad. Here—take this blanket, too.” The man behind the stand looks sympathetic as he takes Rymo’s measly five dollars in exchange for a tarp and a fluffy blanket. “This one’s full of goose feathers; it’ll keep you and your family warm in the winter.”

Rymo bows vigorously. “Thank you so much, sir!”

“Here, Eifie,” Nano says gruffly, holding out a collection of bills. “See if you can get some sleeping bags. Rymo and I’ll be be looking around the area to see if we can find anything else we need.”



SleepCity Ciers, Eastern District, Ciers

“Hi, uh, I’d like to purchase these sleeping bags, please.” Eifie holds out a rolled-up bunch of fabric to the cashier.

“Those are three hundred dollars each—nine hundred dollars, please.”

Eifie blanches at the high price. “Could you maybe lower the—”

“Nine hundred for all of them. Take it or leave it.”

“O-oh, okay then.” Defeated, she gives the bored employee a stack of bills and takes her sleeping bags with her. They’re large and unwieldly, so she’s glad to see that Nano and Rymo are waiting outside of the shop, Nano holding camping backpack, one of those fancy ones that can hold sleeping bags on the top and sides. Nano takes one of them and turns it around, frowning and he feels the fabric.

“These are nice sleeping bags,” he concludes. “How much did you pay for them?”

Her purchase feeling justified, Eifie proudly says, “Three hundred.”

“For all of them? That’s pretty good,” Nano says, impressed. Eifie deflates.

“For one.”

Nano winces. “Never mind, that’s terrible.” His comment on her poor negotiation skills stings just a bit.

“That’s fine,” Rymo reassures her, “we’ll just use them so much that we’ll get back our nine hundred dollars!”

“Like, use it until it wears out?”

“Heh,” Nano grins, “yeah, you can wear them out all right.” He looks like he’s in an especially good mood.

“What?” Eifie blinks.

“Never mind. It’s almost dark. Want to grab a bite to eat?”



A Busy Tavern, Western District, Ciers

Another just barely satisfactory meal later in Nano’s tavern, it occurs to her that she’s not in Demauge anymore. “Wait. Do we have any more money?”

Nano checks his bag where he’s moved the cash from the briefcase into. “Not much. Do you need it for anything?”

“I…have to find an inn or something, right?”

“Oof, we might not have enough for that…space is expensive in Ciers.”

Rymo lets out a yawn. “She can sleep at our place, right, Nano?”

“Uh, yeah. Yeah. Just…it might be a little smaller than you’re used to.”

“That’s fine. I’ve lived in different places before.”

“It’s also an hour away—it’s in the south.”

Rymo groans. “An hour? Nano, carry meee.” He stumbles over to Nano and clutches his arm, eyes half-closed.

“Sorry, Rymo.” Nano shrugs him off. “I’ve got a lot of stuff to carry.” He points to his backpack filled with supplies and three sleeping bags.

Undeterred, Rymo next jumps on Eifie. “Eifieee, help—I can’t walk for an hour,” he whines.

“Oh! Uh… You can hold my hand?” Immediately after she gives consent—a first for him—Rymo clasps Eifie’s hand and falls limp, forcing her to drag him along the dirt roads. “Rymo, this might a bit too much…”

“Sleeeep…”

Nano looks on at his brother’s shenanigans amusedly. “Good luck getting him off.”

“Is he going to fall asleep on me?”

“Nah,” he chuckles. “But he’s never going to let go.”

“That’s okay,” she decides. “I’m fine with that.”

Half an hour later, Eifie’s left arm feels as if it’s going to be dislocated from her shoulder and she is not at all fine with Rymo acting the way he is. “Rymo, please,” she begs him. “My arm’s going to fall off if you keep holding on.” She’s tried shaking him off, gently yanking him back and forth, and even forcibly remove his fingers around her hand, but his grip is too strong, even when unresponsive.

“…Are we there yet?” Rymo murmurs.

“No, but it’s going to take longer if you make me drag you there.”

“Sleeeep…” Rymo lets go of her hand, much to her relief, but now he wraps his arms around around her leg. Nano laughs at her misery. She glares at him.

“Rymo, you know what? You can hold on to my other hand, but please walk if you can, okay?”

“Okey…” Amazingly, he manages to stand, and with the help of Eifie, he slowly stumbles forward.

“Yes,” she says encouragingly, “that’s it! How much farther is your place?”

Nano looks around at the surrounding buildings. “I’d say about twenty minutes,” he judges.

Eifie sighs. “Let’s go, then.”

Day 21: 1742 words
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Southern District, Ciers

The streets have turned dark, sporadically lit by lanterns of flame by the time Nano announces, “We’re here.”

“Sleeeep…” Rymo mumbles.

Eifie feels as if she’s as tired as Rymo, who’s been relocated to her back after he wouldn’t stop falling down. “Finally,” she says drowsily, rubbing her eyes with the back of her hand. It’s too dark to see clearly, but she can just about glimpse a tiny dilapidated shack made of wooden planks. Nano enters and holds the door open for her. “Uh…”

The wooden floor inside is dirty, aside from one corner of the room that looks considerably cleaner than the rest and has two piles of blankets neatly folded. Nano lights an oil lamp, illuminating a pile of bags and items of different shapes lying beneath a small table, then stands to the side and observes Eifie’s reaction to the living space. She stands in the doorway, her expression neutral, but internally she’s shocked.

“You can put Rymo over here,” Nano says, unfolding a blanket and placing it on the comparatively cleaner part of the floor. “There are communal taps and pits outside if you want to freshen up.”

“…Oh.” Eifie doesn’t want to think about the sanitary issues and instead focuses on laying Rymo on a worn blanket. The child’s face is relaxed, unaware of the pain and suffering he has caused her. “I’ll…do that then.”

Outside, Eifie has to squint in the dark but eventually locates the tap and outhouses further down the road. To her surprise, the odour is nowhere near as bad as she imagines, which is probably explained by the large pile of sawdust sitting to the side.

The tap releases cold, presumably clear water—definitely not suitable for the hot steaming showers she’s used to, so she just washes her face and brushes her teeth instead.

Back in the shack, Nano looks as if he’s already asleep right beside Rymo. Uncertainly, Eifie takes out one of the sleeping bags and crawls in it and tries to fall asleep, but can’t quite seem to get completely comfortable. Eventually, she drifts off after a period of turning around into a restless sleep.



Eifie’s at the dinner table in her own home again, her spoon stabbed in her mashed potatoes. She looks up to see her mother and father, and her throat closes up.

“Now, dear,” her mother says soothingly from the other side of the table. “Your father and I have some important business to attend to, and it just wouldn’t do if you just sat at home doing nothing at all.”

Still frozen, she gapes at the two. Her father says hurriedly, “You know we can’t look after you all the time, Eifueo. Your mother’s an administrator of Xunil. Administrator Calitea! She’s responsible for the whole city!”

Her spoon starts to tip, the potato not strong enough to hold it firmly in place. “M-mom? Dad?”

“This is a very important meeting with some of the other leaders in Barin,” her mother explains. “It might take up both the whole morning and the afternoon, and you can’t stay here. The others would have my head if I let a 15-year-old listen in to what’s supposed to be a private conversation. As for why you’re headed to Demauge…” She looks to Eifie’s father, who nods knowingly. “We figured you could get to know some more people, make some new friends, and an event like the annual Demauge HackFest is a great place to find others with the same interests as your own.”

“W-wait! You have to come with me!”

Her mother frowns at her. “Eifie, you know I can’t do that. Like I said, this is a very important meeting. Now, you’ll have to get up at five—”

“No!” Eifie’s expression is one of pure panic, standing up from her chair. “You don’t understand! There’s something coming!”

Her parents exchange glances as she hears a low rumble in the background. Her heart sinking, she finds that she can’t leave her seat. “Did you hear that? We have to leave, now!”

“You should calm down, Eifueo. Xunil’s technology and security is some of the best—it’d take a revolutionary advance in weaponry before we’re in any danger. I’m sure there’s nothing to worry about. More potato?” offers her father.

A wave of intense heat passes through the building, vaporising everyone in an instant. The last thing Eifie sees before her body flares with pain for a second is the faces of her parents—one patient, the other kindly—disintegrating into nothingness. Her spoon clatters in her empty bowl.



Her inside shirt completely soaked with sweat, Eifie wakes up with a start, shivering. Her breaths are rapid and shallow, and she squeezes her eyes shut as the warmth of the sleeping bag envelops her once more. It takes a moment before she can control her breathing to the point that it sounds normal to her again. She looks over at the boys on the other side to see if she’s woken anyone up, but Rymo is still quietly snoring and Nano is nowhere to be seen.

Nano is nowhere to be seen? She raises her head to see clearer, willing her eyes to adjust to the darkness faster, and indeed the space beside Rymo where she saw him lie down for the night is empty, and she can’t find him in the room. He was probably at the bathroom.

It’s a while before she falls into a dreamless sleep.



“Wake up, princess!”

Eifie is violently stirred from her sleep by bursts of pain in her abdomen. Curling up into a ball to protect herself, she blearily looks up to see that Rymo snuck on her sleeping bag and is now jumping up and down on her side. She’s instantly awake now, sitting up and pulling her blankets up to her chin. “Rymo! What are you doing!”

“Nano told me to wake you up! And I’ve been told that you carried me all the way home, so I’d like to give you the sincerest of thanks! Whenever you’re tired and need to be carried,” he declares grandly, “I shall assist you in any way I can, even if I have to drag you to the ends of the continent!”

“Ugh.” Eifie rubs her head. She’s much more tired than usual this morning, and the mess of hair behind her only reminds her of her dreams the previous night. She shudders.

“Are you all right, princess?” Rymo appears concerned.

“Y-yes. Fine,” she lies. “Uh, where did Nano go?”

“Why, I’m so glad you asked!” He grins, finally stepping off of her sleeping bag. “He’s gone to get only the best of breakfasts fit for someone as amazing as you: freshly baked bread! With cheese!” Rymo stares off into space, visibly salivating. “Yesterday’s meals were amazing, and today we even get breakfast! And it’s cheese and bread! Oh, happy day!”

Cheese and bread wasn’t what Eifie would call especially fancy, but she supposed it was a tasty enough breakfast. And if it was freshly baked… Eifie has had fresh bread only once from the local bakery in Xunil, and it was so incredibly soft and fluffy and much more flavourful than the squishy sliced loaves her parents normally bought from the grocery store.

“I’m back.” Nano’s voice drifts in from the doorway along with a smell remnant from a bakery. He holds a brown paper bag with a baguette sticking out in one hand and a small block of cheese in the other. Rymo zooms over to the food, but his brother swats him away. “Wash your hands first.” Rymo zooms outside. “Good morning,” he greets Eifie. “You should clean yourself too before having food.”

Eifie nearly collides with Rymo as he zooms back into the shack, his hands still dripping wet. “Oof—sorry, Eifie!”

To her surprise, the sun is high in the sky and there is a line for the singular faucet down the street, and it takes a full minute before she reaches the front of the line and can wash her hands and face.

Rymo is eagerly bouncing in his chair back at the shack, his cheese sandwich lying on a ripped off piece of the paper bag. “Eifie, get over here! We’re not eating without you!” Nano sits back in his chair, a knife dotted with crumbs beside his own sandwich. A third sandwich on a paper bag is where Eifie sits in front of. As soon as she sits down, Rymo bites down on his sandwich, squealing with glee.

“Cheese! And fresh bread! Breakfast! Nano, isn’t this amazing? We’re having cheese! On fresh bread! We have breakfast!”

“Is that so special?” Eifie wonders aloud. “It’s just breakfast.”

Rymo is wide-eyed. “It’s breakfast!” he says through a mouthful of bread Eifie looks to Nano for an explanation.

“We…skip it sometimes.” By the sound of Nano’s voice, they don’t have breakfast more often than “sometimes”. She kicks herself for being so unobservant. Clearly, judging from their living quarters, they probably are considerably less wealthy than her. Although, she supposed, now that her city had been destroyed, she’s probably in a similar situation as them.

“Oh, I see… Sorry.”

Nano waves it aside. “Don’t worry about it.”

Eifie wraps her fingers around her sandwich and brings it up in front of her. The wonderful smell invades her nose once again, and she closes her eyes before taking a bite out of the sandwich. The outer layer is just the right level of hard, and her teeth sink right through the soft centre just to reach the cheddar cheese layered between the two slices of bread, the sharp salty flavour bombarding her taste buds. For such a simple meal, the cheese sandwich delivers an impressive experience.

“Mmm,” Rymo moans after his second sandwich. “That was amazing.”

The remaining half of the baguette is left in the remaining part of the paper bag—“It’s for a snack,” Nano had said—as they finish their breakfasts. Eifie notices that there isn’t a single crumb left on Nano or Rymo’s facsimile plates.

“Do we have everything we need to leave today?” Eifie asks Nano as they strap on their backpacks.

“Let’s see.” He shows her the interior of his bag. “Does it look like it’s missing anything you might need? If so, we’ll have to delay leaving until tomorrow—going to the Eastern District then the Northern District’s going to waste more time than I’d like.”

Eifie’s face falls slightly as she’s shown the results of yesterday’s shopping. “Oh…do you think this is really enough food? And I think we’re also missing things like towels, right?”

Nano wrinkles his nose. “Towels? What are you going to be using a towel for? I guess we do need more food though…”

“To bathe,” Eifie says as if it were obvious, “and to clean, and to dry.”

“Sure, I guess.”

Rymo pulls away from them as their planning draws to a close. “To the shopping district again? Let’s gooo!”

Day 22: 1539 words



2020-11-23

Central District, Ciers

After the trio leaves the Eastern District with yet more goods and full stomachs and still a respectable amount of money, the sun is still high up in the sky as noon passes. “Are you sure we can’t leave now?” Eifie asks. “We have at least a couple of hours before the sun sets.

“It’s not ideal,” Nano warns. “If we leave now, we have to spend another day in the wilderness at least, and you don’t want to spend more time than you need to in the forest here.”

Truth be told, Eifie’s not too excited about staying another night in the brothers’…residence, but she doesn’t want to be rude and so stays silent. “How about…we go to the library?”

“You’re in charge.” Nano pats the bag where the money Rio had given them is stored. “I guess we’re going to Orwell Library.” He scoffs afterward like the concept of a library offends him.

“Hey!” Rymo says indignantly. “The library is one of the most sacred of buildings: it stores infinite knowledge and allows anyone to access it for free—not to mention that it is where me and Eifie first laid eyes on one another,” he says dreamily. “Ahh, indeed—it was such a romantic meeting. Do you still remember, Eifie? Can you believe that it’s already been three days since we met each other?” he says as if three days is an eternity.

“I…can very much believe that.”



Orwell Library, Ciers

Unlike the singular library at the heart of Demauge, the two libraries situated in the Central District of Ciers are much smaller and surprisingly close to each other. “Originally,” Nano explains as they walk, “there was only one library in each district. When Leecans started to live here and as it became a more prominent language, all public texts in Ciers were required to be Ciersian—those that weren’t had to be translated before they could be officially recognised in government buildings and thus libraries.”

“It was really stupid,” Rymo adds.

“Yeah,” Nano agrees, “it was stupid. Anyway, to get around this, they just built their own ‘private’ libraries and placed them beside the ‘official’ libraries. In the end—pretty recently, actually—they got rid of the Ciersian-only rule, but to keep with tradition you can still only find Ciersian texts in one library and non-Ciersian texts in the other. In Central District,” he points out two square buildings right across the street from each other, both of them massive, “the Ciersian library is called the bibliothèque de Lispector and the non-Ciersian one is called the Orwell Library.”

Compared to the bibliothèque de Lispector, the Orwell Library looks to be much more modern, even more so than the large stone-chiseled Central Library in Demauge. Built with dark red bricks, tall rectangular windows let them see the pages and pages stored inside. Two heavy oaken doors easily swing open to reveal a much smaller interior than the one in Demauge. Instead of rows upon rows of books, Eifie can clearly see the ends of the rather limited selection, she imagines. The whole library has a worn feel to it, from the wood-patterned tables to the frayed fabric curtains to the dull carpet.

However, as she flips through the books lining the shelves, she realises that it is Demauge that has a limited selection, if anything. The books here, both non-fiction and fiction, cover a surprising variety of different topics and heroes. She skims through an information pamphlet that looks like it’s from a while ago, judging by the discoloured sides.

Welcome to Ciers! Please ensure that you have at least one of the following before you leave the train:


● If you are a permanent resident or citizen of Ciers, or if you are a city representative with a Ciersian Identification Tag, you must have your Ciersian Identification Tag.

● Otherwise, if you are a citizen of another city in the Farele Free Travel Area, you must have valid government identification from your city. These include:

● 





○ Leecan Student Licenses

○ Leecan Teacher Licenses

○ Leecan Non Licenses

○ Demaugian Intertribal Tickets

○ Xunilean Farele Travel Passes




● Otherwise, if you are a citizen of a city in the Enigma alliance, you must have Travel Document FE1-D issued by your tribe.

● Otherwise, if you are a citizen of a city in the Preton alliance, you must be accompanied by a government official from your tribe.

● Otherwise, if you are from the continent of Barin or any of its islands (see Travel Document 6-B for a list of all islands considered by Ciers to be as part of Barin), please fill out Travel Document 6-C prior to meeting with Border Services.

● Otherwise, please fill out Travel Document 6-D prior to meeting with Border Services.



Unfortunately, due to the current state of intercity affairs, Ciers will not be accepting Intercity Passports as a valid form of identification. We apologise for any inconvenience.

Thank you for your cooperation!

A fascinating read from a time of political turmoil between Farele and Preton—almost always started by Preton in an effort to gain more resources—makes Eifie very pleased that she lives as part of the Enigma alliance, one that was formed to be completely neutral to their conflicts. Then she realises that she no longer lives in the Enigma alliance.

Come to think of it, no one really told her why or how her city was destroyed, was it? Disturbing thoughts creep up in the back of her mind, two smiles unchanging as the bodies they’re attached to disintegrate, but she pushes it aside for now to focus with the more logical side of her mind. There was a rumble as she left the convention centre in Demauge—Eifie presumes that that was the sound of a large explosive that even Xunil’s advanced systems couldn’t protect against. But where did it come from? And why was it Xunil? There shouldn’t be much conflict in Barin in the present. Of course, she had heard that tensions were rising between Farele and Preton again, but that’s completely normal and par for the course for them. She’s more confused why an Enigmatic city was destroyed. The continental railway was a critical piece of infrastructure operated solely by Xunil to benefit every city in Barin, and the city stayed neutral in every conflict, providing equipment to every city or alliance that requested it.

As Eifie thinks about the whole situation more, even more things don’t add up. Siava had said that Minestro, the Head Administrator of Demauge, had returned from his trip, and clearly he was one of the world leaders that had attended the continental summit hosted by Xunil this year, so evidently the event must have ended. Was this a coincidence? Had someone tried to kill all of the world leaders in one large explosion but failed? Or was there something more sinister at hand? Eifie stares at the welcome letter in her hand, brooding.

“Hey, Eifie!” Her thoughts are again interrupted by the enthusiastic shout of Rymo.

“Shhh!” whisper-shouts a large number of the library’s other occupants.

“Sorry!” Rymo whisper-shouts back. “Eifie! Whatcha reading?”

“Nothing important.” She places the document back and tries to give the boy a relaxed smile. “What is it?”

“I found this really good romance novel from my favourite series, and, um…” For the first time since Eifie’s met him, Rymo isn’t shouting his head off excitedly but instead averts his eyes. “Do you…want to read it with me?”

What he’s trying to say doesn’t escape Eifie’s mind even with the subtlety of his implication, but she can’t find it within herself to let poor boy down. “Sure, I’d love to.” She smiles at him.

“Yes!” Rymo cheers.

“Shh!” whisper-shouts a large number of the library’s other occupants, louder compared to last time.

“Sorry!” Rymo whisper-shouts back again. He drags Eifie over to the nearest corner of beanbag chairs—truly a marvellous invention, those are—and he plops into one, Eifie following shortly after. The large book barely fits on his lap, so Eifie moves the book so that most of the mass rests on her instead. “‘Juleo and Romiet’? Favourite in your series, you say?” To be honest, she’s already read the story once in school and after that experience she’s decided to never read anything else by this author again. But Rymo looks so happy that she figures that she can bear it just this once. “I’ll start!”

“Two households, both alike in dignity, in fair Verona, where we lay our scene, From ancient grudge break to new mutiny, Where civil blood makes civil hands unclean…”



“…Go hence, to have more talk of these sad things; Some shall be pardon’d, and some punished: For never was a story of more woe Than this of Romiet and her Juleo.”

Rymo sniffles as Eifie finishes the last paragraph of the story as orange spills in from the windows outside. “Wasn’t that tragic?” he sobs, plunging his face into Eifie’s chest. “How they died in the end! And how they didn’t live, too!”

Eifie has to admit that reading the story this time is much more interesting than it was in school. She still can’t stand the author, though: one “Shilliam Wakespeare”. His writing style is more than dated by this point, and there were almost entire sections of text that she sort of skimmed, neither knowing what the words she was saying meant nor how they were pronounce. She doesn’t deny it’s embarrassing to have her pronunciation corrected by someone so much younger than her, but she also has to say that it was an enjoyable experience. Pushing Rymo off of her, she’s shocked that it’s already sunset—they must’ve read for a very long time. “Rymo, I think it’s time for us to go.”

Rymo wipes the tears from his face and hugs the large book to his chest. “It’s just so saaad!” It takes some awkward comforting, during which Eifie feels very odd, but Rymo eventually perks up again and goes back to being his usual self.

Nano’s is sleeping in a chair with his head lying in his arms at a desk, his chest slowly falling and rising. “Nano?” Eifie asks at a moderate volume. When he doesn’t respond, she taps his shoulder lightly. Then less lightly. Then much less lightly. Then she shakes him gently before she gives up and turns to Rymo. “How are we going to wake him up?”

“I got this,” Rymo says, flashing her a confident smirk. He leans in close beside Nano’s, then…

“Waaake uppp!” Rymo yells, less than a centimetre away from his brother’s ear. Nano finally is startled awake, and he looks around rapidly, tense, before he recognises the setting he’s in and the person that just woke him up.

“Shhh!” whisper-shouts a large number of the library’s other occupants.

“Sorry!” Rymo whisper-shouts back.

“Ugh…is it sunset already?” Nano groans, rubbing his head.

“Yeah!” Rymo says cheerily. “Let’s get fooood!”



Western District, Ciers

A Busy Tavern receives its fourth visit from the group that night. Nano steps outside of the busy tavern, stretching his arms and letting out a large yawn. “That was a nice meal,” he comments. “Let’s head back now. Rymo, think you can walk by yourself?”

Compared to the day before, Rymo seems like he can carry himself just fine—he’s perky and active as usual, much to Eifie’s relief. “Yup!”



Southern District, Ciers

By the time that Eifie, Nano, and Rymo all arrive back at the dilapidated shack that they currently call home—Eifie’s heart drops again when she realises that she has to live here again—the sun has set over the horizon, changing the colourful orange-and-purple-dotted sky to a deep dark blue.

Unlike the day before, Eifie feels much too dirty to just lie in the sleeping bag as she is. Running around Ciers with all of its dirt roads and having skipped a shower yesterday… Cringing at the thought of using the cold water tap but acknowledging its necessity, she sighs as she takes out one of the fluffy towels that had purchased at the marketplace today as well as a convenient sponge and a bucket that they had also purchased. “I’ll…go clean myself up.”

Trudging and dragging her feet with the bucket to the water tap currently free of people, Eifie fills it up until she can barely lift it with both arms and walk at the same time. The way back is difficult, as with every step she takes, some water splashes out, more often than not on her own self. Eventually, enough water splashes out that she makes it all the way back without a single drop escaping the bucket.

As Eifie sets down the heavy container of water inside the house, a major issue hits her. Looking around, she knows she’s not going to find anything else except for the one small room that they all share, and any hopes that she has of finding suitable cover are dashed. She doesn’t want to bother Nano and Rymo more than she has to, but she also wants to wash up…

“N-Nano, Rymo?” The two stop their game of cards to look at her. “Could you maybe…step outside for a few minutes?”

Nano eyes the bucket of water beside her and then the sponge and fluffy towel lying on the table. “Not a problem. Rymo, let’s take this outside. Let us know when you’re done.”

A/N: what the hell is happening

Eifie just stands there for a while after they leave. Is she really going to do this? Taking a deep breath, she takes off all of her clothes and they end up in a heap below the fluffy towel. When she dips a toe into the water, it’s pulled back near-instantly—this felt even colder than the water in her swimming pool! For a moment, she reconsiders, glancing at her soiled attire. She rubs her leg, wincing as the surface feels much rougher than usual—the last time she’d been this dirty was when she had decided for whatever reason that it would be an excellent idea to roll down a hill. She’d ended up dizzy and gotten dirt all over her. Resolving to become clean again no matter the cost, she steps into the bucket fully, shuffling her feet back and forth to try and warm up while keeping the water from splashing out onto the wooden floorboards.

And to think that this is only the easy part. Next, she takes the sponge and dips it into the water—her hand is much more used to sudden changes in temperature—then raises it to eye level. A couple of water droplets drip from the sponge, causing points of cold to spread all over her body. “Ungh…”

The sponge is placed flat on her chest all at once, and Eifie vigorously scrubs it up and down, ignoring the protests from her nerves. It gets even worse after sponge leaves and leaves it open for the air to cool. Now that she’s wet in places that she would much rather be dry, she hurries to make the experience end as fast as possible, wiping down with the wet sponge her arms, legs, face, and torso. She can’t quite reach her back very well, and she’s definitely not asking Nano or Rymo to help her with that, so she resorts to collecting water in her sponge and squeezing it against her nape over and over again until the slight sensation of stickiness disappears. With water this cold, she’s not even going to try to wash her hair—she envisions that drying it would not be fun at all without a hair dryer—that’ll have to wait for another day.

After she’s finished mopping herself down, she’s shivering because the water is cold and the air is cold and everything is cold, biting at her skin like an angry mob of insects, so she doesn’t even care at this point that her wet feet are leaving a trail of water back to the bucket as she chides herself mentally for leaving the fluffy towel on the table at the other side of the room. The fluffy towel doesn’t bring immediate relief even as she begs for it to do so, but after she’s dried enough of herself the temperature becomes much more bearable.

When Eifie deems herself sufficiently dry to put on her clothes, she puts on a set of clothes that looks exactly like the dirty set on the table—she’s so lucky that Selene had taken her shopping in Demauge—and she hugs herself as she feels like her body temperature has finally returned to normal again. That was an experience Eifie never wanted to repeat if it was at all avoidable.

In the tinted light of the lamp, maybe it’s just her imagination, but the water looks to be just the slightest bit less transparent. “I’m done,” she calls out as she takes her bucket of water outside.

“Took you long enough,” Nano says, annoyed. “Come on, Rymo, let’s get to sleep.”

“You guys aren’t going to take a bath?” Eifie asks.

“Nah.” Nano shakes his head. “We can clean up in the river tomorrow. What’s another day without a bath?”

If only she had one more day, Eifie could have skipped a sponge bath… Nevertheless, she knows that while Nano and Rymo might be used to going for “another day without a bath”, she’s not. The one-day gap made her feel so unclean that she probably would have done it anyway even if she had known that bathing in a river would be possible the next day.

Once Eifie makes another trip to the tap and dumps out the dirty bath water into its drain, she returns once again to find that Nano and Rymo have already lay down in their blankets with the lights off. She can hear Rymo snoring—he falls asleep very quickly—and so quietly crawls in her sleeping bag. “Good night.”

She receives no response.

Day 23: 2996 words
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Eifie’s eyes shift around in the dark, the few moonbeams shining in from the gaps in the walls doing little to illuminate the small room. She feels much more awake than usual tonight—every time her head feels fatigued the image of her parents turning into dust instantly arouses her again. Although she initially tosses and turns to try and get the thought of her mind, eventually she gives up and stays perfectly still, the warmth of the sleeping bag enclosing her.

She doesn’t know how long she’s stayed unmoving without rest, but at one point she hears a commotion from the other side of the room, along with the sound of the zipper from one of their backpacks being pulled. Not daring to move a single muscle, Eifie pretends to be fast asleep but listens to the footsteps fading away and out the door. When she determines that it is sufficiently far away, she looks over to where it had come from to see that Nano is no longer in his blanket—and the backpack is open. The alcohol at the tavern earlier that night must have finally reached his stomach.

Resolving to fall asleep by the time Nano comes back from his midnight toilet break, Eifie snuggles in deeper into her sleeping bag, warmth spreading in her limbs from the motion. As she quietly pulls the rim over her face, the heat trapped grows larger.

—A wave of intense heat—

It’s suddenly much too hot and Eifie scrambles to fling the sleeping bag off of her, relishing the feeling of the cold night air against her skin. She sits straight up on the cool wooden planks, taking rapid breaths, but it’s not enough. It’s much too warm inside the shelter, so softly, mindful of Rymo curled up at the other side of the room, she slips out the door and leans against the wall, her head feeling as if she has a fever. The numerous stars, bright in the dark sky, all seem to taunt her, blinking and winking mockingly at her distress. A cool breeze passes by, and it is only then that the fire burning her up starts to cool down. Her heart rate slowly decreases and her inhales and exhales return to a normal pace.

Efiie’s been so engrossed in trying to rid herself of the oppressive heat that it’s only now that she catches a moving shadow out of the corner of her eye heading toward the city. So late at night, there doesn’t seem to be a single other person in the streets, all of the shouting and chattering Eifie’s come to expect from the Southern District of Ciers completely absent. Nano appears to be walking silently in the opposite direction of the outhouses, his arms clutched to his chest as if holding something precious. Curious, Eifie decides to follow him, her footsteps light and her self hidden in the shadows of the buildings to avoid being seen. Nano’s footsteps are as silent as hers but he moves much faster, as if in a hurry to get somewhere, and she struggles to keep up while remaining hidden.

A single cricket chirps, startling both Nano and Eifie.

Nano tenses, bending his knees slightly and frees an arm, ready to defend himself. Eifie flinches and stiffens her body.

She doesn’t know why she’s hiding from him— Actually, it’s because he doesn’t know she’s following him and it would be incredibly rude to tell him now. Additionally, he’s incredibly tense, stepping in the shadows on the other side like he doesn’t want to be caught. But for what?

Sneaking along like a cat stalking its prey, Eifie dashes over to Nano’s side of the street when he suddenly turns a corner into a dark alleyway. Pressing her back flat against the wall and getting as low as possible, she slowly turns her head and squints to look at what Nano is up to.

A tall woman in very revealing clothing—Eifie can just barely recognise her as the woman who had asked her if she needed help on her first day in Ciers—is flanked by two sturdy-looking men with their arms folded.

“J’ai l’argent.” Nano’s voice is low and hardly audible at this distance, and there is a hint of pleading to it. “S’il vous plaît, laissez-nous tranquille.”

“Ah…” the woman says in a clichéd sultry voice. “Donne le moi.”

Nano takes out the item that he was holding so close to his chest—Eifie almost gasps in shock as she realises it’s the briefcase that Rio had given her— and opens it up facing the woman. She flips through something—the sound of crinkling paper all but confirms it’s a stack of money—and smiles, but not in a kind way. “Merci, pour votre…collaboration,” she says, sounding pleased, snapping the briefcase shut and taking it from his hands. “Vous avez ma parole.” She nods at her two henchman, and they walk out of the alleyway. One of them bumps into Nano with his shoulder as he walks past him, hard.

“Désole,” he says unapologetically, snickering.

Eifie frantically searches for a place to hide behind as their steps become louder and louder and ducks behind a pillar, trying to make herself as skinny as possible.

“Et vous. Mademoiselle.”

Every single one of her muscles locks up. Eifie tries to control her breathing, but it steadily becomes faster and faster along with her heart rate.

“Salut.” Eifie’s heart skips a beat as she whips around to face the woman who has somehow evaded all of her senses and is now inches from her face. “Vous n’avez pas vu ça, avez-vous?”

As soon as her fight or flight response stops overwhelming her brain with internal demands to get as far away from the eminent threat as possible, she responds in a stammering voice frought with nervousness. “O-oui, b-bien sûr.”

“Bon.” Turning away with a flourish, the woman gestures at her men as she walks away, the moonlight accentuating her figure as her men follow.

“…Eifie?” Nano steps out of the alleyway, white-faced. For the first time since she’s met him, he looks surprisingly vulnerable…and scared.
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“What are you doing here?”

Now that the crazy Ciersian woman has left, Eifie has to deal with a very unhappy Nano, whose face has returned to its usual disinterested expression. “Uh…” She looks away from him, suddenly finding the cobblestones embedded in the ground to be of utmost interest.

“Did you follow me?” Nano asks accusingly.

“Yes,” she says reluctantly. “But I couldn’t sleep,” she defends herself, “so I went outside to get some air, and then I saw you heading to the city. And then I was curious so I followed…you…”

Nano is silent, and he just stands there, unmoving.

“So, um…” Eifie tries to bring up the subject as nicely as she can. “What happened? Are you being threatened?”

At her words, Nano doesn’t visibly react. “What makes you think that?”

“Well, there was a lot of money in that briefcase. In my briefcase. And you said you wanted the crazy woman to leave you alone.”

“Did I now.”

The bored voice, neutral expression, crossed arms, and lack of denial or acceptance is infuriating. “Look, the money really doesn’t matter, but what’s really going on?” Eifie’s voice rises in volume, but she doesn’t quite resort to angry gestures just yet.

She gets no response aside from a gentle tilt and firm nod of the head, and that finally tips her over the edge.

“Aren’t you going to say anything?” After yet another blank pause, Eifie sighs resignedly and turns to head back to the shack. “Screw this. If you’re not talking, I shouldn’t waste my breath on you either.”

“You don’t understand,” Nano finally says, his contempt barely disguised. “Someone like you could never understand.”

Eifie stops walking. “Excuse me?” She whips around to glare at him.

“I said,” Nano sneers and says more loudly, “that someone like you could never understand what I’m going through.”

“What do you mean, ‘someone like me’? Someone who’s willing to listen to you but you never stop being an angsty edgy teenager?”

“No, of course not.” Nano scowls. “You shouldn’t be here. This doesn’t involve you.”

“My apologies,” she says sarcastically. “I must have missed the part after you gave all of our money away to some random woman!”

“It wasn’t all of it. What do you even know about me, anyway?” Nano looks down at her, refusing to give any information.

“Well, I can’t know anything if you don’t tell me anything—all you’ve done is dodge my questions!”

“I told you,” Nano stubbornly insists, but more restrained this time, “you and your rich friends and stupid luck wouldn’t be able to relate. Whatever. I’m going to sleep.” He strides off to their temporary home. “You should stop shouting—you’ll wake up all of our neighbours.”

“Wha— Hey! You can’t do that!” she shouts more quietly. Walking faster to keep up with his slightly longer strides, Eifie hammers him with questions and demands. “Answer me, you…”

“And to think I thought you were a quiet girl,” Nano mutters.



No matter how much Eifie pesters Nano, he doesn’t respond to any of her questions and ignores her for the entirety of the walk back to the shack. Once they’re right in front of the door, he warns her, “Don’t wake up Rymo.” Probably the one thing that they agree on—Eifie immediately shuts up, but lets him know of her displeasure.

“I’ll get the truth out of you someday,” she hisses.

“Yeah, yeah.” Nano returns to his side of the room and turns around so that the back of his head is facing Rymo and subsequently Eifie.

With forceful but silent steps, Eifie steps over to her sleeping bag and plonks inside, orienting herself so that she doesn’t have to look at Nano, either.

On the bright side, everything feels colder now even though her anger is white-hot. Eifie fumes in her sleeping bag. What did that boy have to tell her what she could and couldn’t understand? He knows about everything that had happened to her recently, so there was absolutely no excuse.

Eventually, even the power of her emotions isn’t enough to keep Eifie awake and she tires and falls into a dreamless sleep.



The next morning, gentle pokes on her nose are the cause of awakening for Eifie. She opens her eyes to see a pair of white orbs with black dots in their centres right in front of her face. Her expression immediately turns to one of horror and she pulls back as far as the sleeping bag will allow her.

“Oh, I’m sorry, Eifie—good morning!” Rymo rolls away from her, revealing that he had been lying on the ground beside her and prodding her nose to wake her up.

Stunned, Eifie takes a moment before she gets up. Nano is nowhere to be seen again. “Hey, Rymo. Where’s Nano?” The sentence comes out harsher than Eifie would have liked as she remembers the conversation that they had the previous night.

“You’re a late sleeper,” Rymo comments, dancing about in the middle of the room. “Nano’s gone to get us breakfast again—can you believe that we’re having breakfast for two days in a row?” He suddenly stops and holds up two fingers right in her face. “Breakfast. For. Two. Days!”

“Heh heh, yeah, of course…”

Conveniently, Nano once again walks right through the door just as she’s woken up fully and while she’s playing hand games with Rymo, holding another paper bag. This time, it’s bread and oil and egg that waft out and tease her senses.

“It’s eggy bread!” Rymo cheers.

“Ciersian toast,” she corrects him.

“Eggy bread!” insists Rymo.

Nano doesn’t look at her as he hands her a package wrapped in white paper. “Thanks,” she tells him begrudgingly.

“Not a problem. So, uh, about last—”

“Give me my eggy bread!” Rymo, too impatient to wait for them to finish talking, sticks his hand into the bag himself and retrieves his own Ciersian toast meal. “And you got mayonnaise, too!” A few small packets tumble out of the bag and into his hand as he shakes the bag around and loots it of its contents. He offers one each to Nano and Eifie, the former readily accepting it while the latter wrinkles her nose and shakes her head.

“You can take it.”

Eyes wide, Rymo shoves it even more in her direction. “But you have to have mayonnaise on eggy bread! It is the most wondrous of sauces and the best of sides for eggy bread!”

“Yeah…nope.” Eifie makes a popping sound, more vigorously denying the condiment. She takes a step back. “Mayo really isn’t my thing…”

Rymo gives her a blank stare. “How can my girlfriend not appreciate something as beautiful as mayonnaise? This must be remedied!” he declares, holding a packet of white viscous liquid in the air. “If you do not like mayonnaise, I will make you like mayonnaise!”

“No, really, you don’t have to—”

“Nay! We shall fight this sickness together, princess—you shall have I, the strongest mayonnaise warrior of them all, at your side! With the power of friendship, determination, and egg, your opposition to this golden sauce shall be slain and your mistrust vanquished!”

“Uh…okay.” She glances at Nano, who eats his bread faintly amusedly but turns his head the other way when she tries to catch his gaze. Unwilling to face off against such a stubborn soul in the morning, she focuses on her bread instead, which is much more enjoyable. If there’s anything Nano’s not incompetent at, it’s purchasing good quality food. The crust is firm but not tough, and the savoury flavour and texture of egg fills her mouth along with a hint of milk, all fried to oily goodness. She wishes she has some ketchup to go along with it.

“It’s good, isn’t it,” Rymo says dreamily, observing her reaction. “It’s my favourite.”

“Is it?” Eifie entertains the conversation.

“Yeah…but you know what would be even better?” he segues. “Mayonnaise—please give it a try!” An opened box packet of mayonnaise is placed inches on the table from where her Ciersian toast sits on its wrapper, and Eifie quickly moves it away and puts as much distance as possible between herself and the box while still being close enough so that she can still ambush Nano when he’s unprepared.

“I told you, I don’t like mayo! Please, Rymo.”

Rymo pouts, stomping a foot. “No, that’s not possible! Mayonnaise is the best and there is no way anyone could hate it! You’ll see, Eifie, you’ll see…”

“So, are we going to be heading out today?” Eifie sets her toast on its wrapper once more and focuses her attention on Nano, clasping her hands to appear confident but nonthreatening.

“…Yes.”

“So when do you think we can make it to Eos?”

“In five or six days.”

“How are we going to get there?”

Nano hands her a crisp-looking folded-up sheet of paper. “It’s on the map.”

Eifie looks at the map after unfolding it to its original size—quite big for a sheet of paper—and examines the markings Nano has made. “So we’ll be taking the exit in the Northern District, then going north then east through this forest here following a river until we get to Eos. Cool.” She grabs her piece of toast absentmindedly and takes a large bite out of it.

A thick, cold, cream is plastered on her tongue and its flavour spreads all over. She stops moving instantly as her tongue urgently sends signals to her brain. A second later, she tries not to vomit all over the floor and more as her gag reflex kicks in hard. The monstrous taste that infiltrates her mind forces her to choke it down, residue stuck all around the interior of her mouth causing her to relive the painful moment over and over again. Rushing outside without another word, Eifie hacks and coughs into the dirt road, spitting out all of the saliva contaminated with the foreign substance that is so disgusting. It takes a few minutes before she doesn’t feel violated again, and unsteadily returns to the table.

Nano pretends to be uninterested. Eifie stares accusingly at Rymo, who looks away while whistling innocently as his hands fly behind his back. It’s only a moment, however, before he eagerly asks for an opinion. “So do you like it now?”

She sighs. “No,” she says flatly. “Please don’t do that again.”

Rymo lets out a despaired sigh of his own. “I really thought that would work…”

Fortunately for Eifie, Rymo only put the glob of mayonnaise on one end of the toast, so the rest of her eggy bread experience is unblemished.
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That doesn’t stop her, however, from training her eyes on Rymo so that he doesn’t pull a hidden trick like that on her again.

Not that he doesn’t try—Eifie has to move her Ciersian toast away from him multiple times to prevent him from pouring the terrible condiment all over her food. “Rymo, I already told you I don’t like mayo. And,” she adds on, seeing his mouth open to protest, “I’ve tried it already so I know for sure I don’t like it.”

“Maybe it was only bad the first time because you were…you were surprised! You should try it again while actually looking at it this time so you know exactly what you’re eating!”

She looks at him crossly. “Trying to do the same thing over and over again but expecting different results each time is the very definition of insanity.”

“Well, actually, insanity is defined as mental derangement,” Rymo corrects her matter-of-factly. “You might have won the battle, princess, but mayonnaise shall win the war!”

“Yeah, yeah, whatever.” Brushing Rymo off, much to his annoyance, Eifie finishes her toast without event.

Nano’s finished long before them and has already packed up all of their belongings—even Eifie’s sleeping bag is strapped to the top of his backpack. “I’ll carry our stuff—let’s go. We have a lot of ground to cover today.”

His initiative to volunteer taking all of their supplies, including Eifie’s, is a surprise to her. “Oh, uh…thanks.” She takes her own significantly smaller bag and then follows him out of the door after Rymo heads out in front of her.



The streets of Ciers are as busy as usual, if not more in the cloudy morning. As they venture further north into the Central District, the people packed in such a small place becomes so large that Rymo insists on holding Eifie’s hand as she struggles through the crowd. “You’re going to get lost, princess. At least this way I can make sure you’re safe from evil people, like that lady who tried to kidnap you!”

The irony of the situation is not lost on her, and Rymo, with years of living in Ciers, does slip more easily through the crowd. Whether he’ll be able to defend her from the woman the other night is a different story. “That’s very nice of you.”

“Yeah! I’m nice!” Rymo puffs out his chest.

“Hurry up,” Nano calls from up ahead, only just audible over the shouting and chattering around them.



Northern District, Ciers

As they leave the Central District and enter the Northern District, the number of people start to taper off again, and side roads with residential buildings similar to those in the Southern District return. As soon as Eifie judges that she can navigate the sea of bodies on her own, she lets go of Rymo’s hand. She’s immediately stuck in place as bodies move in front of her and around her.

“Princess!” Rymo rushes to her side and takes her hand once again. “Are you hurt? Is someone attacking you?” He turns and assumes a defensive stance.

“No, I let go by myself.” It’s incredibly embarrassing how reliant she is on a young child to guide her when walking in a crowd. During her earlier trips to Ciers, she had always been escorted by an elite guard along with her mother. “Sorry, I thought it wouldn’t be this bad.”

“That’s okay!” He eagerly drags her forward, waving off the apology. “Nano’s probably waiting for us—let’s hurry!”



Ambera Connection, Ciers–Eos

“Welcome to the Ambera connection,” Nano announces, “connecting Ciers and Eos. In case you didn’t know, it’s known for the Emerald Forest that it passes through.”

“A fancy name,” Eifie muses. The journey from Demauge was fast enough that Selene didn’t bother giving her a name for the partially paved road between the two cities. Ambera, with its many trees up ahead as they approach the forest, doesn’t look like it’ll allow even a compact sedan through.

“Well, all of the connections have names.” Nano raises an eyebrow. “Didn’t you know?”

Well-travelled as she might be, Eifie’s only used the continental railway to move between cities, so this is the first time she’s hearing in detail about the pathways on foot or vehicle that were used—still are used, she corrects herself—for intercity travel.

“Yeah, there are lots! We learned about all of them in school,” Rymo says, then starts to recite them all. “Ambera between Eos and Ciers, English between Leeco and Ciers, Scrivener between Xunil and Ciers, Ezwon between Demauge and Ciers, Arslash between Herdit and Ciers—”

“I see,” Eifie interrupts. “There are a lot of them. All of them with fancy names.”

“Not as fancy as yours.” Rymo shoots her a grin that she tries to reciprocate. It’s difficult to be so full of energy like Rymo, especially when her sleep schedule’s so messed up. She tries to stop the yawn from escaping her mouth, but the urge is too great and she tries to play it off like she’s taking a deep breath.

“Rymo, can I talk to you?” Nano calls from the front. The brothers stay far away enough from her that she can’t hear what he’s saying. Nano has an urgent expression on his face as he speaks to Rymo, while his brother’s frown grows larger and larger.

“What!” Rymo exclaims loudly. “You want me to dump my girlfriend? We were going to get married! Absolutely not,” he huffs at the end, stomping back to walk alongside Eifie. “Can you imagine?” he asks her, fuming. “Nano wants me to stop flirting with you! The nerve of my brother, sometimes, I swear.”

She didn’t know he was serious about everything he said. This…was not exactly what Eifie had envisioned to be her relationship with a young boy probably closer to half her age. “Um…” At this rate, she’s going to have a very hard time separating herself from him. In fact, she doesn’t want to think about the look on Rymo’s face when she has to tell him no.

She decides that she’ll deal with it later.



Emerald Forest, Ciers–Eos

Once the trio crosses the threshold that marks the beginning of the Emerald Forest, the overcast sky ahead is hidden and the trail plunged in shadow as the emerald-coloured leaves darken the mishmash of tall thin and thick trunks of the forest. A bird calls, and the sounds of nature—the splashes of the river running alongside the path, the gentle sound of leaves brushing along each other as they sway in the wind, and the call of another bird, looking for a mate—all respond. Compared to the sweat and grime of Ciers, the clean air here is so much fresher but also colder, so to combat her shivering Eifie puts on her sweater.

“Aren’t you cold?” she asks Rymo as he happily runs back and forth between the trees with only a single layer.

“Hm? Maybe a tiny bit. Weeee!” he says, jumping over a log on the ground.

Every few hundred metres or so, a bright yellow sign directs them along the trodden dirt trail. “Ambera—checkpoint 1 in 2 km,” Eifie reads.

“We’re already at the first checkpoint?” Rymo is still bouncing around everywhere like a pinball. “That was fast!”

“There are still two kilometres. Soon,” Nano says. “We’ll stop for lunch at the first checkpoint, then continue off-road.”

“Off-road?” Eifie asks quizzically. “Why off-road?”

“You want to get there as fast as possible, right? So we’re taking a shortcut.”

Eifie is unconvinced. “How fast is this ‘shortcut’? Are you sure it’s safe?”

Nano sighs. “I told you already, people go this way all the time. The only reason why Ambera doesn’t go this way is because it’s a small trail with lots of trees. You can cut a couple of days of travel time going through the wilderness.”

“He’s right!” Rymo skids to a stop in front of them to voice his opinion. “Last time when we tried to go to Eos, we went this way and it was so much more fun! And it was at least two days faster, too.”

Still doubtful of an unauthorised side trail, Eifie reluctantly voices her approval. “If you say so…”



Ambera Checkpoint 1, Emerald Forest, Ciers–Eos

A large clearing in front of the group informs them of their arrival at the first checkpoint. Aside from a few spaced-out fire pits and picnic benches, there is nothing except for a metal sign with the words “Ambera—checkpoint 1” greeting them.

“We’re here! What’s for lunch?” Rymo tiredly flops onto the grass beside a picnic bench.

“We’ve got…some bread and ham for today.” Nano takes out a bag with a loaf of unsliced bread and a small cut of pink meat wrapped in paper.

“Meat? Wow, that’s so much better than the berries we had last time!”

“We’ll be having berries tonight, don’t worry about that,” Nano says amusedly, using a knife to cut part of the loaf of bread into six slices. “We’ll have to do some hunting again, too.”

“Ooh, are we going to have roasted fish again? That was so good—but there were too many scales.”

“If we can catch some.” Nano shrugs, moving on to slicing the ham into thin circles.

“We’re going to be making our own food?” Eifie asks, surprised but interested.

“That’s what I planned, yeah.”

The concerns of food safety are pushed aside as she grows more excited at the prospect of making her own food from start to finish. “That makes sense. I wondered how you could fit five days’ worth of supplies in a single bag.”

Nano nods wordlessly, and an awkward silence forms between them for an uncomfortable ten seconds before he finishes stacking the sandwiches together. “Here you go.” Two thinly cut slices of bread with two slices of ham in between them are each handed to Rymo and Eifie. “Enjoy.”

Although the slices of bread are a little lopsided, the ham is sliced too thickly, and Eifie still very much wants to know exactly what was happening the previous night—preferably she’d find out not in front of Rymo—she appreciates the work Nano’s in preparing for their journey to Eos. “Thanks.”

Nano grunts. “Don’t mention it.”

The sandwich isn’t the best. It’s very dry, and sometimes Eifie takes a bite of extra-thick day-old bread. “Do we have any water?”

“Here’s your canteen.” Nano doesn’t directly respond to her question, throwing a compact water bottle at her. “It’s empty, though, so you’ll have to fill it up from the river.”

Because she’s still eating her sandwich, Eifie can only spare one hand to catch the canteen—it bounces off of her fingers and falls to the ground, so she has to resort to bending down to pick up the bottle. Nano doesn’t even look at her, instead favouring playing hand games with Rymo.

“Concentration!”

“Sixty-four.”

“No repeats!”

“Or hesitation.”

“I’ll go first!”

“And I’ll go second.”

“Starting with…”

“Fruits.”

“Mango!”

“Apple.”

“Peach!”

“Banana.”

Watching them list fruits, Eifie methodically chews through her sandwich as she compares the energetic shouting of Rymo to Nano’s more reserved—but still managing to sound slightly upbeat—speaking. It makes her smile, even as she’s reminded of her own family and the games they used to play with her.
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As soon as Eifie finishes her food, Nano gets them to hurry up and move. “If we want to get to Eos in five days or less, we’ll have to get going.” He consults his map, then heads in a seemingly random direction off of the path well-travelled. Eifie follows, noticing a bright white vertical rectangle painted on a tree that they walk past.

Every few dozen metres or so, a bright white vertical rectangle appears to mark the trail that Nano is following. “Are we following these rectangles?” Eifie asks finally after a full half-hour of walking in what feels like a straight line.

“Yeah. Those are trail markers.” Nano doesn’t look back at her when he answers.

“Nano, Eifie! Do you want to play ‘I Spy’?” Rymo says suddenly.

“Sure!”

“Okay.”

“Yes! I’ll start—I spy, with my little eye, something that is…brown!”

There is plenty of brown in the forest. “The dirt?” Eifie guesses.

“Nope!”

“A tree?” Nano tries.

“Nope!”

Unfortunately, the large majority of the brown in the forest is found as the dirt in the ground the wood on the trees. “Uh…your shirt?”

“Nope! It’s gone now, so you guys aren’t going to guess it. It was a squirrel!”

Eifie looks around. There’s not a squirrel to be seen in the branches of the trees. “Where’d you spy one?”

“There was one just chilling on Nano’s bag, eating some of our food!”

“What?” Nano and Eifie both look at his bag. The zipper is open, and a sealed bag inside has been torn open, revealing a stash of nuts. She watches as an insect lazily flies around before landing inside the bag of food. “Shoo!” Nano waves his hand about and the insect—probably a fly—lazily flies away. “They should be okay as long as we wash them.”

“Eifie, it’s your turn! What do you spy with your little eyes?”

“Ah.” She tears her eyes away from the bag of nuts, trying to hold in her excitement at her target object. “I spy, with my little eye, something that is…red.”

Rymo beams at her. “Is it our undying love for each other represented in the form of our hearts?”

“…No.”

“It’s probably that fire robin over there.” Nano points at a red-breasted bird with a small beak and splotches of white among its black feathers.

“Yes! It’s so cute!” Eifie snatches the bag of nuts out Nano’s bag, ignoring his protests. Taking care to move slowly and silently as to not startle the bird, she tip-toes over to the robin standing very still, then rolls a nut over to it.

The bird turns its head to look at the nut and picks it up with its beak. The nut looks almost comically oversized compared to the robin. “Yes,” Eifie whispers. “Eat it.”

Launching the nut impressively far away from it, the bird stabs its head into the ground to capture a beetle in its beak.

Despite her offer of friendship being firmly rejected, Eifie still tries to get closer, holding out a hand at ground level for the bird to step on. “I’m going to call her ‘Gitea’,” she declares.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” Nano says from behind her. “Also, it’s a boy. It’s got the bright red feathers.”

“Oh,” she says, sounding slightly disappointed. “‘Git’ it is, then. Hi, Git!” She moves to touch his head with a finger, but Git jabs it then hops back a few steps.

“Ow!” Git’s beak is sharp, but doesn’t manage to draw blood. “It’s okay, Git, I’m not going to hurt you,” she says soothingly.

Hopping some more steps back, Git mashes the beetle against the tree over and over again until it stops struggling and swallows it. He trills at the group before taking off. “No, Git!” Eifie cries.

Rymo pats her back consolingly. “It’ll be all right, Eifie. I’m sure you’ll see him again.”

“We’ve wasted enough time with your bird,” Nano says, annoyed. “Let’s go.”



Their uneventful trek through the forest becomes non-uneventful when Nano suddenly stops. “Are we at the steep part?” Rymo asks, excited as usual.

“Yep.”

“What steep bit?” Eifie asks nervously.

“Come and look for yourself.”

The forest in front of Eifie thins out and reveals an expanse of green far below them. The uniform colour extends as far as the eye can see over the horizon with no end in sight. “Wow,” she breathes. “How big is this forest?”

“The Ambera connection is a couple hundred kilometres long,” Nano says, observing his map again. “The shortcut cuts off about a hundred of those kilometres, but the terrain is harder to traverse.”

Even Xunil’s largest parks can’t compare to this. Her legs have already begun to feel tired, but she doesn’t want to show any weakness in front of Nano.

“Hurry up!” Rymo calls from the side. “You guys are so sloooow!” A steeper trail winding down the side of the cliff is indicated by two white rectangles, one to the left and on top of the other. He runs down the hill with his arms out behind him.

“Don’t run like that!” Nano shouts at him, cupping his hands around his mouth to amplify his voice. “You’re going to hurt yourself!”

“Weeeee!”

Nano sighs and starts heading down the trail himself, albeit at a much slower pace than his brother. Eifie stays on the cliff for a little longer, sitting down over the edge and swinging her legs back and forth, enjoying the sensation of the wind through her hair and the rain on her face.

The rain on her face? Raindrops splash all over her as the light drizzle quickly escalates to a full-on shower.

“You coming?” Nano calls to her from down below.

“Yeah!” she calls back, standing up in a hurry now that her hair and clothes are beginning to wet, and there wouldn’t be anything like a convenient hair dryer for at least the next few days until they reach Eos. Holding her hands over her head in a futile effort to keep herself dry, Eifie runs down the trail and nearly trips multiple times before she’s relatively dry under the heavy canopy of the leaves beside Nano and Rymo.
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Although they can hear the rain pouring down on the leaves above them, Eifie, Rymo, and Nano are all protected by the cover provided by the trees as they run through the forest, sticking close to the trees and following the trail markers. “Is there shelter nearby?” Eifie asks.

“We have a waterproof tarp and plenty of rope—we can set up shelter anytime.”

“Can we stop for the day, then?”

Nano turns his head to the sky. Amid the few small gaps in canopy cover, there is no patch of cloud that can be seen that is brighter than the others. “We could,” he says hesitantly, “but it’s still kind of early out, and we should stop by a river for access to food and water. By the way, I should—”

“Nano,” Rymo calls from far up ahead. “I found our tree!”

The thin trail opens up in front of a slow-moving river just as the weather turns from a fanatic pouring of water to a light sprinkle. Rymo stands near the shore, facing a tree that looks the same as every other one around it. His brother raises an eyebrow as he slows down to examine the trunk that Rymo is pointing at. “You did? Nice, I guess we’re on time, then.”

“Your tree?” Eifie approaches the two, who both step aside. Rymo points at a particular section of wood. Bending down and brushing a lock of wet hair out of her face, she notices a few marks engraved in the tree. “Rymo” is written in big, stiff letters while a simple “N” appears right below it. “Oh, I see. Cool.”

“Yeah! We carved them on our first trip to Eos at our first stop,” Rymo says.

A sudden splash from the other side of the river catches their attention. A girl stumbles as water falls to the ground behind her.

“Ha! Got you, Cloche!” A raucous laugh sounds from a boy clutching his stomach with one hand while point at her with another. “Man, I thought I’d never be able to sneak up on you! I bet you didn’t hear a thing, did you!”

The girl—Cloche—turns, and says something that the trio can’t catch over the rush of the river between them. The boy appears concerned, and the two stare at each other just like Eifie and her friends are staring at them.

Then she explodes. “You inconsiderate scoundrel! Do you realise what you’ve done?”

The boy is too taken aback to answer.

“You wet my hair! It takes hours upon hours for this mass of keratin to dry out properly, and does it look like we’re near a hair dryer anywhere? I trusted you, Garson! I trusted you! And you had the sheer nerve to go behind my back and soak me! I should take you to court for assault!”

The boy—Garson—spreads his hands in apology. “Sor—”

The shrill cries of anger are clearly audible on the other riverbank. “‘Sorry’ isn’t going to cut it here, Garson!” Cloche steps closer to him. “What you have done to me is completely unacceptable and condones cruel and unusual punishment, but since I’m a forgiving girl, I’ll let you off with one last warning.”

Whipping her head around so that her considerable length of hair rises into the air, she walks away to continue doing what she was doing by the river, letting it strike the side of Garson’s head and sending him reeling. He stumbles backward, disoriented.

They all wince. “Hey!” Eifie calls to her, cupping her hands around her mouth. “Are you guys okay over there?”

Cloche waves back. “We’re fine,” she calls back. “Do you happen to have a hair dryer, by any chance?”

Nano shakes his head at Eifie’s questioning gaze. “No electricity out here.”

“Sorry, no!”

“Her hair must be super heavy somehow or the guy’s just really weak,” Rymo comments. “Since she turned her head around in about half a second and judging from her overall height, and it looks like it lifted up to a radius about a metre, and normal hair of that length and wet is not even a kilogram usually, and how it kept moving after it hit his head,” he judges, “at two point five metres per second, the resulting collision should at most transfer to his head one kilogram metre per second, which should have been easily absorbed by his skull.”

Eifie stares at him. “Oh.”

“It’s getting dark. Do you know how to fish?” Nano asks Eifie, who shakes her head in reply. “Then you can help set up our shelter in case it rains again. Rymo will help you.”

Rymo fistpumps. “Yes, I get to build a tent with Eifie! Come on,” he says giddily, scurrying over to the bag Nano has set down and tosses a folded tarp and some rope out randomly around him. “Okay! So what we have to do first is find someplace dry that has some trees spaced out nicely, like…”

“How about here?” Eifie holds her hand out and pats a sturdy trunk part of four trees that form a perfect square.

“Not exactly like that. You want two trees that are kinda close to each other and another on the opposite side, so we can make the tarp become like a lopsided upside-down ‘V’.”

“Oh… How about this one?” There is conveniently a formation just like how Rymo describes even closer to where Nano is fishing than the perfect square.

“Yeah, that one’s great! It’s even on its own little hill so that any rain is just going to slide off. Great job!” Rymo praises. “Now we have to tie a rope for the tarp to hang on,” he says, examining the tarp. “This one has some nice holes along the edge so that’ll make sure it doesn’t fall.”

Eifie takes hold of one of the ropes and tests it by stretching it a couple of times. “How does this work?”

“So what you do,” Rymo explains patiently, taking it from her, “is that you go behind a tree and then tie this end while I go tie it around the tree over there.”

“Got it.”

The rope is stretched taut, and even though Rymo has to walk to the other side to tie his knot, he returns to her side before she finishes her own knot. “That’s a bow knot! You’re supposed to tie it like this, look…”

“I don’t know how to tie any other knots,” she confesses, watching Rymo expertly move his hands everywhere and end up with a simple-looking knot that looks completely different from the one she uses to tie her shoelaces.

“That’s okay! Now we’re going to take this tarp and place it on the rope so most of it is supported by the branches over there.”

“Oh, now I see what you mean by a lopsided upside-down ‘V’.”

Rymo and Eifie each take one end of the unfolded tarp and lay it on top of the rope and some branches lower to the ground to maximise the area on the ground covered by the tarp. “And now we’re done!” He puts his hands on his hips. “We’re such a great team, aren’t we?”

Considering the amount of help that she needed, Eifie believes that the opposite is more true-to-life. “Uh…sure.” They do get along well enough, though.

“Nano! What else should we do?”

Nano is just reeling in another fish and placing it inside a bucket—the very same she had taken her cold scrub in yesterday, Eifie notices, imagining what other slimy things that bucket held over its lifetime—contains an impressive five fish that look large enough to feed all of them. “You guys are done? Can you get some tinder?”

“Yes, sir!” Rymo executes a perfect salute, then marches off into the forest with Eifie following.

“How do you find tinder?” she asks, feeling a little useless. “Sorry for…not knowing how to do anything.”

“Don’t worry,” Rymo waves her concerns away confidently. “All you have to do is find some dead branches on the floor. The drier the better.”

“That sounds easy enough.”

Even though rain had poured down from the heavens at most an hour ago, Eifie is able to find sticks that feel quite dry littering the forest floor without much hassle. As she stops to admire the sunset while holding her armful of sticks, she hears a low buzzing sound behind her: a cloud of black dots moving together erratically but in her general direction.

The colour drains out of her face, and she bolts in the opposite direction, not caring of the small sticks she drops as her mind is dedicated to getting her as far as possible away from the swarm of mosquitoes that want to drain the rest of her body and turn it into a shriveled husk of an Eifie. She ignores any protests from her legs that are unused to such intense exercise after a full day of half-walking, half-running.

Despite her efforts, the buzzing sound worms into her mind and grows ever louder. Looking back to see how close the insects are, she immediately regrets it as she stares directly into hexagonal compound eyes and a long tube designed to suck her blood from a mosquito that is right behind her. She lets out a small shriek, tears forming as she demands for more energy to be allocated to make her sprint faster, but there is no more energy to be allocated.

Their campsite is in sight—she sees Nano tending a fire as Rymo adds more tinder—but the bugs have finally reached her and all hope is lost as they easily navigate through her hair and attack her flesh. She doesn’t even have enough breath to call one of the boys for help. Falling to her knees, Eifie bitterly sobs, throwing her sticks everywhere in a last-ditch attempt to rid herself of the mosquitoes of doom.

Just as she accepts her fate to be eaten by insects one-millionth her size, a war cry in the form of a characteristic loud trill sounds, and the bugs scatter from her to focus their attention on the new threat, allowing most of her skin to escape unscathed. Taking a moment to catch her breath, she moves to support herself by her elbows to identify her saviour.

A red-breasted bird swoops in and out among the swarm that tries to attack it, opening its beak during each flyby to snatch up a couple of insects. Eifie watches in amazement as it loops back again and again, demolishing the mosquitoes until they decide they’ve had enough and rapidly fly away all at once, the fire robin in hot pursuit.

“Ha!” she breathes, laughing uncontrollably. “Yes, Git! Get ‘em!”

After the bird determines that he has eaten his fill, he returns to Eifie and perches on the ground, trilling proudly before flying off again. “Thank you!” She waves goodbye and gets a farewell chirp in return. Her heart still pounding intensely from the chase and onslaught, she slowly stands up and gathers her sticks again before making the final leg of her return to the campsite alone.

“What took you so long?” Nano asks her as she emerges from the underbrush. The sun has nearly set all the way, but the steady and bright fire is sufficient to illuminate their surroundings.

“I was running for my life from a swarm of the hungriest mosquitoes I’d ever seen, but then…”



“So let me get this straight,” he says, scraping off the scales of their fish with a knife. “You were attacked by a swarm of mosquitoes, then a fire robin chased them off?”

“Wow!” Rymo’s eyes are filled with more adoration than usual. “That means that you are a real princess after all—animals love you!”

“No,” Nano retorts, “it just means that she was lucky that a bird that was hungry happened to pass over and decided to have dinner.”

“Bah.” Rymo sticks up his nose, then leans over to loudly whisper something to Eifie. “I believe you.” His brother doesn’t say anything, instead focusing on stabbing sticks through the fish and setting them on stands over the fire.



The fire staves off the cold and any lingering mosquitoes Eifie’s certain are targeting her for revenge. The roasted trout that Nano cooks is quite impressive—there is a scale that was not completely removed during his rudimentary descaling every once in a while, but the skin is crispy and the inside seems to be cooked. “This is good.” Nano grunts an affirmative.

“Yeah, Nano, this is even better than last time!” Rymo is tearing through his second like a wild animal. No wonder the boy’s so full of energy.

As the first to finish eating, Eifie excuses herself and returns to their tarp shelter. It’s too dark to do much outside, she feels too full to fall asleep, so she lays out her sleeping bag in a corner that leaves the most space for Nano and Rymo.

And then she hears a buzzing sound. Wildly looking around in search for any six-legged bloodsucking creatures, she slowly retreats in the direction of the fire, but it sounds like it’s coming from all around her.

“Hi, guys.” She puts on a bright smile as she walks backward to the campfire. “Do you hear that?”

“Hear what?” Nano says. “The mosquitoes? Yeah.”

“I’d like to propose we move our shelter to an area where mosquitoes don’t visit,” she says cheerily.

“It’s too dark, we won’t be able to find another place fast enough.”

“That’s right, but oh my god there’s one on my ear—” Her hand strikes the side of her head, but the buzzing only grows dimmer because the mosquito escapes her wrath. She turns to face them. “Please, you have to understand! They’re going to kill us all!” she begs.

“Me and Nano don’t get bitten by mosquitoes,” Rymo says casually.

“They’re going to kill me!”

“Don’t worry, princess!” Rymo declares boisterously. “If you cover yourself in this blanket I got when you sleep, there’ll be no way that they bite you! Plus, you won’t hear them, either!” He holds out a large fluffy blanket. Eifie snatches it and places it over her head and arms.

“It’s not big enough!”

“You have a sleeping bag,” Nano comments. “That might help.”

She dashes away the instant the words “sleeping bag” are uttered, the loud buzzing never changing in volume. Diving into her sleeping bag, she covers herself up as much as possible before resorting to place the blanket around her head, leaving only the smallest fraction of a hole to let air through. Although the buzzing is lowered only slightly and she can’t see a thing, Eifie sighs relievedly, resolving to stay in her current position until the following morning.

A few minutes later, her hand is itchy, and when she scratches it with her other hand, she feels a small warm bump. Then another. And another. And another. Trying not to imagine what it must look like, she plunges both hands into the sleeping bag and becomes completely still, focusing on her breathing to drown out that infernal buzzing.

She hears footsteps and is glad for a new sound to focus on. “Do you think she’s asleep?” comes Rymo’s muffled voice.

“She’s not moving at all. Definitely not.”

“Good night, Eifie!”

“Good night.”

Eifie fails to count the minutes that pass after the sounds of the brothers arranging their sleeping bags fade. In the end, fatigue overtakes her anxiety and her eyes close and her features relax.



“I’m going where?” Eifie stabs her spoon into her bowl of mashed potatoes. A death glare emanates from her teenage visage, but it doesn’t even faze the target of her indignation.

“Now, dear,” her mother says soothingly, trying to calm her down from the other side of the table. “Your father and I have some important business to attend to, and it just wouldn’t do if you just sat at home doing nothing at all.” She pauses. “Is it just me, or is it getting warm in here?”

The mention of temperature brings Eifie back to reality, and she panics. “Mom, dad! You have to get out of here! There’s going to be a bomb that destroys the whole city! We have to go now!”

Her father leans on the table, eyebrows knitted in concern. “Are you all right? Do you have a fever? You know that Xunil’s defenses are impenetrable.”

“It is getting warmer,” her mother says worriedly. “Maybe she’s right. Are you sure, Eifie?”

Tears stream down her cheeks. “Yes!” The wall behind them catches on fire. “Look! The wall is on fire!”

Her parents’ mouths are agape in horror. “I see,” her father says grimly. “We will have to head to the bunker.”

Leaving the spoon to melt in the heat of the flames that reach closer and closer, Eifie flings open the door to let her parents exit the building first into the night. She closes the door tightly in the hopes of containing the fire, but she knows that the real event is going to happen at any moment now. Turning to see where her parents have gone, the fire from her house becoming uncomfortably warm even though there is a wall separating them, it takes a while for her to spot them because the streetlights are off and the night is overcast. She yelps when she sees that they’ve fallen to the ground, rushing over to help them up. “Are you okay? Come on, we have to—”

When she touches her mother’s hand, it feels very wrinkly and very dry. Her stomach rising up her chest, she bends down to lift her up—

—And is greeted by the sight of her mother’s face much too close to her skull, devoid of all colour. Her eyes are practically shriveled as a lone mosquito sits on her forehead, sucking the remainder of her blood. “Go…save yourself,” she whispers.

Eifie certainly would have tried to save herself if she had not frozen at the sight of the mosquito, which flies up as it kills her mother. It rises up, up in the sky, and Eifie now understands that the streetlights had not turned off, and the sky might not be overcast.

As soon as the lone insect rejoins the rest of the swarm, the black cloud blotting out all other light descends upon her as if she were the most powerful magnet in the world and they iron scraps. They land on her hair, her face, her hands—she suddenly finds that all of her clothes have disappeared, and they feast all over her body. She opens her mouth to scream, but they land inside there too, the feeling of their tiny legs crawling inside of her indescribable, and then they start sucking.

It’s almost peaceful at this point. The buzzing is constant. There is nothing she can do as she feels her life drain away into a husk like her parents. Right as she’s about to pass out from complete back of blood, she’s satisfied to see all of the black disappear as a wave of heat that she does not feel vaporises everything.



Waking up with a start, the minuscule hole in her blanket letting her know that the sun has not yet risen, Eifie feels uncomfortably warm, and her head and hands are all itchy, but she can feel each and every one of her fingers. The combination of a sleeping bag and blanket enclosing her means that there is very little avenue for heat to escape, and the sensation of suffocation is the one that finally gets her to throw off the blanket. This also resolves the itching around her head, but her hands are still swollen from earlier that night.

The sound of crickets greets her once she fully sets the blanket aside, as well as the gentle background of leaves brushing against leaves and water flowing in the river by their campsite. There is no buzzing to be heard, and she cannot see even a single mosquito. Silently and to herself, she first chuckles as she stares at her hands, then laughs.

Deciding to deal with the inevitable mosquitoes in the morning in advance in a way that would not cause her hyperthermia, Eifie gets out of her sleeping bag, relishing the change in temperature it brings, and drapes the blanket over a couple of the supporting branches as a curtain of sorts, keeping an eye on Nano and Rymo to ensure that they are fast asleep. Upon the completion of this task, she opens up one side of her sleeping bag to increase ventilation before she burrows inside. Compared to the day before, it’s much easier for her to lose consciousness.



The next day, Eifie is woken up unceremoniously by a massive pain on her back. “Ugh…what time is it, Rymo?”

The now-identified Rymo that had tackled her cheerily responds, “It’s time for us to go! Nano says you’ve slept in too much again!”

“Maybe you should get to bed earlier,” Nano says as a portion of the tarp falls to allow bright sunlight to shine on her face, causing her to turn her head the other way.

“I’ve been sleeping fine,” she mumbles. “It’s just…so much walking.”

He snorts, dismantling their makeshift tent completely. “Then get used to it. Breakfast is by the fire pit.”

When she wakes up completely while she’s cleaning herself up by the river, she reflects on the events of her dream from last night. It was an experience that she never wants to have again. Would it be helpful then, she wonders, to forgo sleeping completely? If she never falls asleep, she’ll never have those dreams. Tired as she might be, it is much better to be tired than to be forced to relive her last day in Xunil over and over again with different sadistic takes, if she was reading the trend correctly.

She takes her stick of some of the extra roasted fish from the previous night as breakfast and is just in time to regroup with Nano and Rymo as they finish packing up the campsite. “Thanks, guys,” she yawns.

“Anything for my princess!”

“Whatever. Let’s go. You woke up late today, so we’ll have to pick up our pace.” Following the riverbank and the white trail markers, Nano leads the group once again as they begin their second day of their journey to Eos.

“Sorry,” Eifie says, letting out another large yawn as she drags her feet along.

“Wow, you’re really tired. Princess, are you not used to days with eight to ten hours of walking? Was everything in Xunil so close together?” Rymo asks her.

“Probably not. Xunil has a lot of machines for transportation. You could probably take one all the time,” Nano voices his opinion.

“Not always,” Eifie protests. “Only to places that were far away, like to school or to the park.”

“Far away, like to school or to the park,” Nano repeats. “Far away.”

“Exactly.”

“I see.”

“So, uh,” Rymo steps in between them, breaking any pent-up tension or awkwardness that might have formed. “Eifie! Have you ever been to Eos? You said you travelled all around Barin.”

Taking her attention off of Nano, she smiles down at Rymo walking beside her. “Oh, right,” she taps her chin as she remembers the last time she followed her mother along on one of her business trips to Eos. “A few times, actually. Since it’s part of Enigma, we’ve had to go there much more than, say, Ciers or Herdit. It’s a really nice place that’s kind of like Ciers and kind of like Xunil and kind of like neither.”

“Why did you go there a lot because it was a part of the Enigma alliance?” Nano asks curiously.

“It’s basically my mom’s job.”

“And that is…what? To tour around the continent meeting all of the world leaders?”

Eifie thinks about it. “More or less. She also has to make decisions and all that back home in Xunil, too.”

Nano does a double-take. “Wait, really?”

“Haven’t I told you?” Eifie really thinks that she’s mentioned it in passing at least once. “My mom’s the Head Administrator of Xunil.”

Nano keeps walking, but his expression instantly changes. Rymo’s mouth drops open. “Wait, really? Your mom’s Administrator Calitea?” At an affirmative nod from Eifie, he pantomimes his head exploding and makes an appropriate sound effect.

“Everything makes sense now! Why we saw you with Administrator Pythone in Demauge, why you had a letter for Prime Minister Nohigi, that’s so cool!”

Nano looks more thoughtful upon hearing of this revelation than his brother does. “Do you have any special privileges as the daughter of an Administrator?”

“Um, not really, no.” The questions about her backstory are starting to make her uncomfortable. “Well, I guess I got to visit a lot of places. Like Eos! In fact, I learned a lot about Eos,” she says, steering the conversation back toward its original topic. Nano raises an eyebrow, but doesn’t oppose the change in subject. “Uh, something different about Eos is that it has no central government. I remember that each part of the city is controlled by a different guild, and we had to organise a meeting between them all to actually meet with them. And supposedly it was a headache whenever they had to submit a member onto the Enigmatic Council. But they all seemed nice.”

“Interesting,” Rymo strokes his bare chin. “So it’s like a whole bunch of mafias but they’re actually legal.”

Eifie scratches her hand. “There aren’t really…city-wide laws in Eos. A lot of the enforcement is guild-controlled, so they only work in one area, and each guild sets different rules for its members. Sometimes they get together and all declare the same rule so it’s basically the same as a law in the city.”

“That sounds like a very broken system. How’d they become a major city?” Nano asks.

“Let’s see if I remember what they were teaching in history class, um…the guild system wasn’t always in place. Eos was first established when a bunch of people mad about human rights and morals left Weilam to start their own city. They all had a common goal—to ensure that everyone is free and that they live good lives—but no one really agreed on how they would implement it. So after a surprisingly prosperous period when there was no government at all, they decided that they would remain free from any overseeing entity. They didn’t even have a military or anything. After a couple of generations, as people began to move in and the ideologists passed away, there was a whole bunch of corruption and individuals began to steal people’s stuff and attack them, so people paid a lot for bodyguards and the like. Eventually, when even they became corrupt, the first guild was formed—the Hazelnut guild—that could prove that its members were reliable and would honour requests.

“After the Hazelnuts were established, a second formed—the Peanuts, trying to sort of cash in on the Hazelnut name, and then the Paradise guild and the Laveli guilds formed so the entire city was guarded by at least one guild. It’s really weird.”

Rymo was an attentive listener. “Okay, that’s definitely weird, you’re right. Do each of the guilds have militia?”

“They have this ‘bulletin board’ system,” Eifie explains, pleased at Nano’s interest, “that guild members are supposed to place or take requests from. For example, if you lose something or if someone was attacked, you could submit a job to the bulletin board along with a reward. Lots of people only do the jobs for the rewards, but for people in need I know at least Paradise is one guild that subsidises a portion of the reward if they need it.”

“Interesting,” Nano mutters.

“It’s very interesting! Can you tell us anything else about any other cities that you visited?”

Eifie taps her chin. “Well, I’ve been to basically every city—major and minor—in Enigma, but I can only really tell you about the really big ones since the smaller ones were boring. Also they didn’t have train stations so it was even more boring.”

“Weilam is the biggest city in Enigma and also one of the founding members of the alliance,” she recalls. “They have this big government building called the Saiyu Sphere—it’s literally a giant sphere that has this cool layer of glass going around the middle like a band. You guys probably learned this already but it’s the only fully democratic city in Barin aside from Ciers, but it’s much more developed. They have the electorate elect a,” Eifie starts ticking items off on her hand, “House of Representatives, Senate, and President—they have enough people to fill all three. Aside from their government, another thing that’s pretty well-known is that they…have slaves, which is probably why most Eans kinda hate them, since they’re all about rights and stuff.”

“Yep,” Rymo nods. “They definitely told us about that when I was in school. That was the main thing. And also democracy. That too.”

“That makes sense,” Nano says. “Leeco and Demauge are more…unitary states. Leeco has this annoying structure where they sort of pretend to be a whole bunch of smaller organisations but it’s really the Professors that are in charge.”

“Most cities in Barin have unitary governments,” Eifie says definitively. “Usually it’s because there aren’t enough people to form a full federal government. I would say that only Ciers and Weilam are truly federal. Every other city is a unitary state—Eos and Emina are the exceptions that have weird structures.”
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“Nano! That’s the mountain we have to climb, right?” Rymo points at the rising land around them.

“I told you, it’s not a mountain. The shortcut we’re taking for Ambera goes through a basin. We came in on the first day and now we’re leaving.”

Eifie lags behind the group. “Does that mean walking will easier once we get back onto the main connection?”

“It’s only the second day, and we finished our lunch break just hours ago.” Nano doesn’t answer her question. “Are you tired already?”

“Maybe just a tiny bit,” she admits. “But I can walk, it’s fine.”

Rymo slows down to match her pace. “Don’t worry, princess! We’ll go as fast as you want.”

“As long as we have the supplies to stay that long,” Nano grumbles from the front. “And we only enough for five days.”

She gives the brothers a strained smile. “No, really, I can do this. It’s just walking.”

“Nano, how much longer until we get to our next spot?”

The crumpled paper map comes out again. “We’ll be back on Ambera, so…we’re going to stop at the first checkpoint we see. It should be checkpoint eight.”

“Eight? That sounds far. How many checkpoints are there?”

“That’s because Ambera goes around the basin entirely to avoid any large changes in elevation. There are eighteen checkpoints in total.”

“Yeah!” Rymo chimes in. “Ambera has to travel a distance about one point five seven times greater than the path we took to go around the basin.”

“How’d you figure that out?” Eifie asks him.

“Well, assuming that the basin is a perfect circle—unlikely, but probably close enough—the distance we have to travel is two times the radius of that circle, or 2. In order to go around it, you’d have to travel a distance equal to half the circumference, or . That works out to about 1.57 times more. But this doesn’t factor in the change in altitude from entering the basin or any optimisation on Ambera, so it’s probably a little less than that.”

“Oh.” An old memory of circles in math class surfaces in her mind. “That sounds right. Probably.”



Ambera Checkpoint 8, Emerald Forest, Ciers–Eos

Eifie’s legs are practically numb by the time the blessed checkpoint sign greets them after more hours of walking. Once she passes the wooden indicator, she steps to the side and collapses onto the ground. “Uuggh.”

“It’s getting dark. We should set up camp. Rymo, Eifie—see if you can find some food. The river’s far from this checkpoint—”

Eifie shudders. “It better be.”

“—so we’ll have to resort to plants.”

“Didn’t you bring enough food for five days?” she asks.

“Five days is stretching it.” Nano unpacks some supplies, taking out a rock and a dull metal before striking them together repeatedly over some tinder in a fire pit. “I thought we’d be able to get there in four, but we’re going to ration a bit and do some foraging just in case.”



There doesn’t seem to be any convenient food nearby. All of the plants in the ground seem to only consist of dandelions, the weed occasionally surrounded by patches of grass. Peering around every tree and examining every bush, she cheers inwardly when she finds a cluster of plants with thin green stems bearing red fruit and leaves that resemble feathers. Bringing one of the leaves close to her nose, it emits a pleasant aroma that Eifie imagines would taste quite good. The small spherical berry looks quite nice, too.

The berry is so sweet it brings tears to her eyes—although that might be attributed more to the lack of sugar she’s had during her stay in Ciers. Ripping out a large portion of each of the plants to take along with her, Eifie decides that it’s likely enough for the three of them along with whatever Rymo can gather and she starts to head back to the camp, plopping one of the delicious berries into her mouth every once in a while.

“Eifie!” She can’t quite tell which direction Rymo’s voice comes from, but when her eyes refocus she finds that he’s right in front of her, holding up a large bunch of dandelions. “The campsite’s the other way,” he points behind her. “What’d you find?”

“I found these really tasty berries—you should try them!” Ripping off some more of the small red spheres of happiness, she offers a handful to Rymo.

“Ooh, those are good! Make sure you save some for Nano.” He sighs. “I couldn’t find anything other than dandelions.”

“You can eat dandelions?” Eifie feels like her mind’s exploding. “But they’re weeds!”

“Tasty weeds,” Rymo says as they walk together. “Nano told me that every part of the dandelion’s edible. Last time we made dandelion salad, dandelion tea…”

“That’s amazing!” She wraps an arm around Rymo’s shoulder, shifting all of her plants to one hand. “We just killed them with chemicals back at home,” she reminisces fondly. “What does dandelion tea taste like?”

Rymo tries to reciprocate the gesture, but his height makes it unfortunately impossible for him. “Not as good as your berries!” he giggles. “What are they called, anyway?”

“No idea!”

Chatting like old friends all the way, Nano greets them with a frown when they return to the checkpoint. “What’s so funny?”

Eifie and Rymo stumble the last few steps, clutching their stomachs with tears streaming out of their eyes. “Nano!” Rymo chokes out. “W-what did the chicken s-say to the other chicken? B-b-bawk!” Unable to support themselves, they fall to the ground in unison and roll around, laughing hysterically.

Nano’s frown deepens. “…Okay. Did you find any edible plants?”

The two are convulsing too hard to respond. Sighing, he gets up from the merrily dancing fire beside him and bends down in front of them to examine their prizes, nodding approvingly as he takes Rymo’s dandelions. He stares intently at the plants that have been nearly completely stripped of their fruits that Eifie has dropped.

Shaking his head as he tosses the berries away, Nano rubs the bridge of his nose with two fingers. “Did you two eat all of these?” he asks tiredly, already knowing the answer.

Eifie has controlled her laughter by this time, but lets out a couple of chuckles every few moments. “They’re so good! Nano, you should try some—Rymo says that they’re even better than dandelion soup!”

“You shouldn’t have eaten them,” Nano scolds. “This is sibannac. Among other things, it’s hallucinogenic.”

“Hallupidee!” Rymo cries, launching himself weakly at his brother to hug his leg.

Eifie develops a frown to match Nano’s, sitting up. “Is—is that bad?”

“Yes.” Resignedly, Nano drags one foot after the other to return by his fire, keeping an eye on his brother in case he tries to do something dangerous while under the influence of the fruit.

“Oh.” Eifie sits still for a good minute as she ponders over his wise word before suddenly bursting into tears. “But they taste so good!” she sobs, taking a stick and hitting it against the ground.

Nano doesn’t respond in part because he doesn’t want to, but also because he’s restraining Rymo from behind to stop him from extending his hand toward the heat of the campfire. “Pretty lights… Nano, look! It’s my very own computer!”

“Rymo, that’s going to hurt a lot. You should stay far away.”

“You’re not going to let me use my own computer?” Rymo’s gaze is accusing and filled with betrayal. “How could you?”

His brother grimaces. “I guarantee you you’re going to regret that a lot tomorrow. It’s for your own good.”

“That’s what you always say!” Rymo crosses his arms, attention diverted from the fire. “‘Rymo, it’s too dangerous!’ ‘Rymo, you don’t want to be with someone like her!’ ‘Rymo, she’s not the right one for you!’ Can’t I decide anything for myself?”

“You’re drunk,” Nano dismisses the matter. “You’ll see why I’m standing in your way when you’re back to normal again.”

“No, I’m not!” Rymo stomps. “What do you know about me anyway? Wow, a dragon!” His expression instantly changes, pointing at a round cloud in the sky. “Let’s go slay the dragon!” He runs off to Eifie, who is still hitting the ground with her stick.

Relieved that they aren’t going to hurt themselves too much by plunging into the fire, it is only then that Nano lowers his head.



Over the course of the brothers’ discussion, Eifie has been drawing a masterpiece by stabbing points into the ground over and over again. The outline of her mother’s face slowly forms and is recognisable when Rymo suddenly runs over it and jumps on her. “Eifie! Let’s go slay the dragon!” He points to empty space.

The dust settles over Eifie’s drawing, revealing a large shoe mark on her mother’s face. She looks at it stoically, then beams at Rymo. “Wow! Where’d you find a dragon?”

“Look!” He points now to the trees. “It’s hiding!”

Eifie squints. “I see it too! Let’s go!”

Sprinting back toward the forest, Eifie brandishes her stick and roars, Rymo right behind her. The forest darkens more as the sun sets further. She gasps and skids to a stop, causing Rymo to slam into her back. “Oof…” he groans, rubbing his nose.

“It’s getting bigger!”

Rymo dramatically gasps too. “We have to kill it!”

‘Yaaaa!” A furious look on her face, Eifie plunges her stick into a nearby tree with all her might before hopping back and strafing around it defensively. “Its scales are too thick!”

“Look out!” Rymo tackles Eifie to the ground as a leaf falls in their direction. “It’s breathing fire! How will we kill it now!”

“We’ll have to use bombs. Go!” Grabbing clods of dirt, Eifie hurls them at the tree, but the balls separate before they reach the tree.

“They’re too weak! What are we going to do now?” Rymo looks over fearfully, hands and clothes covered in dirt.

The tension of the battlefield is immense as Eifie stands still and comes to a decision. Chin up, she lowers her height to match Rymo’s and stares into his eyes. “Rymo. We’re out of options. I have to do this.”

“No! Whatever it is, don’t do it! It’s not worth it!”

She shakes her head. “You don’t understand. There’s no other choice. I must avenge my parents.” She turns to the tree, her gaze fierce and determined. “It’s going to end right here, one way or another.” She picks up her fallen stick, testing its balance in her hand.

“Eifie.” Rymo holds her shoulder back, eyes brimming with tears as he chokes on his words. “I-I want to let you know…that I have always loved you.”

“Oh, really? Huh. Okay.” She takes a deep breath. “Dragon! You have terrorised this land for far too long! Now taste the wrath of my mighty weapon, and be vanquished! For mom!”

Charging at the tree, Eifie holds her stick like a sword, ready to pierce the bark of the tree. However, her timing is off and her head slams into the trunk at full force, the recoil causing her to fall backward in slow-motion, an expression of shock on her face as the stick flies out of her hands and her back hits the cold, hard ground.

“Eifie!” Rymo cries. “Noooo!”

He kneels at her side and shakes her. “Eifie! Eifie, are you all right?” Rymo buries his face in Eifie’s chest, filling the forest with sobs of heartbreak and despair.

Eventually, Nano comes to investigate. “What have you two been doing? Dinner’s been ready for ages—” His eyes lay on the fallen Eifie. “What happened?”
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Rymo turns to him with tear-stained cheeks. “T-there was a dragon,” he hiccups, “a-and then we tried to kill it! But it was so strong that Eifie had to…she had to…”

Nano looks back and forth between the fallen girl and the tree that is covered in dirt and scratches. “I see. Why don’t we head back to camp and have dinner?” He lifts up the unconscious girl and heads back to their campsite. Rymo follows, his shoulders slumped and sniffling the whole time.



Even when compared to Rymo’s normal methods used to wake her up, the stabbing in Eifie’s head is on a whole other level. She wonders how she didn’t wake up instantly, then winces as thinking causes another spurt of pain to register in her mind. Taking a period of time to just lie there feeling very warm without thinking about anything, it’s only when the pain subsides to an acceptable level that her brain starts to process the events leading up to her passing out.

Had she really gone crazy after eating some fruits?

“Ungh…” The pain returns. Eifie curls up into a ball and protects her head with her hands.

“How are you feeling?” a voice asks.

“Horrible,” she grumbles. “Wait, where am I?” As the spike in her head goes away again, she sits up and manages to catch a glimpse of a boy sitting cross-legged on the ground opposite her, staring intently into the flames that separate them, occasionally poking some bits of wood with a stick. Her vision is filled with black spots from the sudden movement, but it clears up quickly.

“You were out for almost two hours,” Nano says. “I…convinced Rymo to go to sleep after dinner. Your dinner’s beside you, by the way.”

A metal bowl indeed sits right by her head, and it contains a bowl of soup consisting of some rehydrated meat and what appears to be every part of a dandelion. The bowl is nicely warm to the touch.

Eifie takes a spoonful of soup, ensuring that a flower head is in there, and raises it to her lips. This is the first time she’s ever had the invasive species as food—it actually tastes quite nice, if a little bitter. The flower head is the best out of all of the parts of the dandelion: it’s sweet and soft, almost like honey. “Thanks.”

“Don’t mention it.”

Neither Nano nor Eifie make another attempt at conversation. Nano doesn’t take his eyes off of the fire, and Eifie focuses on eating her soup. Every time she takes a bite, her head throbs. She gently touches her forehead with a single finger where the pain comes from and instantly pulls it away once it touches the warm welt, hissing. It would require time for the wounds to heal and fade—not only the one on her head, but also the one to her pride.

When she finishes her soup, Eifie sets the bowl and spoon on the ground with a light clink, not certain of where she should be placing it. Nano looks up for what she thinks the first time since he’s last spoken. “You can just leave it there. I’ll take care of it.”

Eifie nods as a response and slowly rises to her feet to avoid subjecting her head to too much pressure. A makeshift shelter much like the one Eifie and Rymo had built the other day, but appearing even sturdier—as sturdy as a tarp held by rope can be—is set up a few metres behind Nano. “I’ll be going to bed now.”

Nano grunts an acknowledgement.

Inside the tarp tent, she finds a Rymo blissfully asleep, mumbling words of nonsense. Two other sleeping bags have already been neatly laid out: one lies right beside Rymo while the other is in the corner farthest from them—Eifie’s customary spot. Taking care to avoid even a single strand of fabric from touching the bump on her forehead, she quietly crawls into her sleeping bag.

It’s easy for her to block out all of her thoughts—the sporadic pain makes that happen automatically—but it’s only after Nano stops moving in his sleeping bag that she manages to return to unconsciousness.



“I’m going where?” Eifie stabs her spoon into her bowl of mashed potatoes. A death glare emanates from her teenage visage, but it doesn’t even faze the target of her indignation.

“Now, dear,” her mother says soothingly, trying to calm her down from the other side of the table. “Your father and I have some important business to attend to, and it just wouldn’t do if you just sat at home doing nothing at all.”

Suddenly, the ceiling above them crashes down and dust settles all over the table—Eifie’s spoon is completely bent. Shielding her eyes and coughing to get the dust out of her lungs, Eifie sees the silhouette of a huge mosquito on top of a much larger figure.

“What in the world?” her father exclaims.

Eventually, the dust clears to reveal indeed a mosquito wearing a top hat—standing on top of a muscular red-scaled reptile with expansive wings: a dragon. To be precise, it was exactly the same dragon that had attacked her and Rymo. “You,” she says menacingly, pointing her bent spoon at it.

“Eifueo, do you know these…creatures?” her father asks.

“I do believe your daughter and my subordinate have met, my good man.” To the family’s surprise, the mosquito with the top hat speaks loudly with a distinctly feminine Leecan accent. “It is good then, that we are not completely unfamiliar with each other.”

“Who are you?” The bent spoon is now pointed at the mosquito. A known threat Eifie could sort of deal with, an unknown one completely unpredictable. And she had said that the dragon was his subordinate, so clearly she had some power.

“My, don’t you remember me?” The mosquito takes off her top hat and turns it upside-down, and a flood of black pours out, each growing larger and larger until they each take the shape of mosquitos, all buzzing as they hover in the air. “I was…your worst nightmare. Do you remember me now?”

“Dear,” her father whispers to her mother. “Could you get the flamethrower?” Her mother leaves the table, but the mosquitoes only have eyes for Eifie.

“You see,” the insect gloats, and Eifie can see her reflection in his compound eyes. The two mandibles beside her long proboscis clack together ominously. “We have gathered here tonight for you—although I believe that we are actually missing one of our guests.”

The doorbell rings. “I’ll get it.” Eifie stands up automatically and opens the door to reveal an oversized red-breasted bird. “Git?”

“Good evening, Eifueo. Yes, it’s me.” The robin preens himself before stepping around Eifie and spreading his wings protectively against the swarm. “You shall not pass!”

“We have numbers, and you do not,” comes the voice of the mosquito that Eifie is unable to hear. “We are everywhere.” As she says this last word, the buzzing grows louder, and to Eifie’s ears it seems like it is coming from within her mind itself.

“Oh, no you don’t!” Hopping into action, Git uses his mighty wings to send a large gust of wind at the bugs, and the buzzing returns to manageable levels again. An instant later, the temperature in the room feels blisteringly hot. Git squawks in surprise.

“Stay behind me, Eifueo!” He somehow senses when she peeks over his head to see literal fire coming out of the dragon’s mouth right into the bird’s chest. The robin’s beautiful features become a uniform black as they become scorched.

“Yes! Yes, my minion, kill them all!” the mosquito eggs on the dragon.

“I…said…you…shall…not…pass!” Spreading his wings that are actually on fire wide, Git struggles to take one step after another in the direction of the dragon.

“What?” the mosquito exclaims. “How are you doing this?”

“It is the power…of friendship that empowers me,” Git grunts. “The strength of the human bold enough to touch me and name me. Our…bond…is…unparalleled!” With one final push, he slams his wings together to send the continuous stream of fire directed at him back at the enemy.

Screaming in an undignified manner entirely not appropriate for her attire, the mosquito turns to ashes—and the rest of her swarm follows soon after. Even the fire-breathing dragon seems to be harmed by the wave heat, roaring in anger.

Git stands proud, his tail feathers pointed straight, but his back is the only thing that still has any semblance of colour. When he turns his head around to check on Eifie, his distinctive chest feathers have all turned black, and he is still literally on fire. Even through all of this, however, Eifie gets the sense that the bird smiles—although that is physically impossible given their anatomy. “It has been my honour to serve you,” he says, before his eyes close one last time and he falls forward, crashing to the ground.

The house is burning and her parents are nowhere to be seen—that flamethrower would be of little use now—but Eifie rushes to the fire robin’s side. She can’t touch him at all—he’s still literally on fire—but she decides to give him a period of mourning before making her escape.

As it turns out, that action results in a costly mistake as moments later, she sees a red claw in front of her face and her forehead erupts in searing pain. She falls to the ground beside Git, head hitting the wooden floor multiple times, the scent of burning feathers unbearable by now. Slow thunks mark the dragon stalking on all fours behind her. “You should have run when you had the chance.” His voice is stereotypically deep and menacing. “It would not have done anything for your family, but you would be very much alive and hale.”

She can’t say anything. She can’t move at all, so she can only watch as a claw, its tips red not from the natural colouring of the scales around it, slowly is lowered closer and closer above her face.

When the bloodied claw pierces her forehead, the world flashes—and the only thing Eifie can see is white.



Eifie wakes up with a start—it’s become a habit of hers, over the past three days. She can’t exactly remember what she was dreaming about this time—something to do with dragons, perhaps?—but the lingering emotion of fear tells her what the overall plot was. Feeling wide awake now, she steps out of the tarp shelter and into the light of the full moon.

The dull, dark red light of the moon.

Paying it no mind, for it was only the sign of a total lunar eclipse, Eifie stands in the centre of the clearing that is designated the eighth checkpoint of the Ambera connection between Ciers and Eos. The forest is silent and empty—no crickets chirp tonight. Or is it morning?

She lies down on her back, staring at the red satellite in the sky by the dirt beside the fire pit that had burned so brightly hours earlier. Her view is sometimes obstructed as a rogue cloud passes by. Sometimes she sees shapes in the clouds. She sees the outline of a small bird, the silhouette of a dragon, and the shadow of a blob made of many individual water droplets.

The night air is chilly as usual, but she welcomes the cold, inviting it to infiltrate every part of her to calm the fire she’s been seeing every night.

This is really destroying her sleep schedule.

With that thought in mind, Eifie decides that her circadian rhythm is so disturbed now that she might just skip sleeping—for just one day—to see how bad it could be. It might be better than the suffering she goes through every night.

And so she convinces herself, effective immediately, that she will sit by the extinguished fire, accompanying it throughout the night. “You and I.” Eifie takes a stick—the very one she had held so often the day before—and sits up, holding her knees close to her chest with one arm while scrawling lines in the ground with the other. The sound of scratching and the force required to push the dirt out of the way is oddly satisfying. “And so the war truly begins.”

She entertains herself as the sky lightens by talking to herself and by drawing incoherent lines on the ground with her stick. “I will not lose.”



The sun is bright. Very much so. By the intensity of the rays shining upon her so early in the morning, even though the temperature is not warm at all, Eifie believes that in time, the hair flowing down from her head down just past her shoulders will heat up.

A rustling sound is heard from the shelter, and Eifie glances in the general direction of the sun. She feels wide awake, if a little muddled in the very back of her mind.

Judging by the lack of an expression on Nano’s face when he emerges from the shelter, he’s surprised to see her there, waving her stick among the earth. “Good morning,” he says courteously. “You’re up early.”

“Good morning!” Maybe that sounded too happy. She tells her face to make a smile. “And how are you?”

Nano scrutinises the sprawling lines and drawings Eifie’s made beginning starting from the wee hours of the morning that occupies over half of the clearing. “Fine. Do you mind if I…” he says cautiously, lifting a foot over one of the thick lines embedded in the ground.

“Go for it!” The foot comes down, smudging the line. And then another line. And then another. Nano walks all over her creation to get to the fire pit that she is sitting beside.

“Did you sleep well last night?”

“Definitely.”

She watches as Nano lights up another fire with his flint and steel. She notices that the two have become blunt after so many repeated uses. “Can you pass me the stick you’re holding?”

The stick in Eifie’s hand. The one she uses for her drawings. “Sure.” She tosses it to Nano, who tosses it to feed the flame. He takes out from his backpack a pack of pink meat. “Is that bacon?” Her mouth waters at the thought of the salty and greasy treat.

“Yep.” Making sure that none of his hands actually touch the fatty meat, Nano somehow skewers the slices of bacon into metal rods and sets them over the fire.

As the bacon cooks, some of the fat melts into oil and falls into the flames, further increasing its strength. Nano raises the metal sticks higher.

“Eifieeee!” An anguished cry sounds from the direction of the tarp shelter. Rymo bursts out, still holding onto his sleeping bag as he frantically looks around the campsite. His eyes lock onto Eifie and his body heaves a dramatic sigh of relief. “Whew! I thought you were kidnapped by an animal or something!”

Eifie laughs. “Ha! Nice one!”

The corners of Rymo’s mouth are pulled downward, and he steps forward—right on her lines. “Princess, is everything all right?”

She looks at Nano, who continues to turn the sticks of bacon over the fire. “Of course! What makes you think otherwise?”

“It’s just…this feeling. I don’t know. It’s probably nothing. Is that bacon?” Rymo’s eyes widen as his attention is stolen by the fatty cuts of pork belly being held over the open flame. He rushes back to the shelter and drops off his sleeping bag before he dashes right beside Nano and salivates as the smell of bacon reaches his nostrils. “Are they ready yet?”

“Yep.” Shaking off any loose droplets of oil, Nano brings the skewers in and offers one first to Rymo then to Eifie, who both eagerly accept the gift. Rymo instantly bites into the meat and is rewarded by a painful burn.

“Ow ow ow!” He yanks it out of his mouth and sticks his tongue out while blowing on it.

“That’s what you get for not thinking before eating.”

“Owie…” Rymo mutters. “Sorry about last night too. I thought Eifie knew what it was and it was safe.”

“Just make sure you don’t do it again. And you too,” he looks at Eifie, “you should avoid eating plants if you don’t know what they are. Sibannac is not fun to deal with.”

Eifie nods.

“So,” Rymo says through a mouthful of cooled bacon, “are we just going to stay on Ambera today?”

Without consulting his map, Nano responds, “Yes. We’ll be passing through checkpoints nine through eleven and leaving the Emerald Forest today.”

“And there are eighteen checkpoints in total?” Eifie checks.

“Yes. Eighteen. By checkpoint nine, actually, the Emerald Forest ends and the Aucervean Mountains begin.”

“The Au-cer-ve-an Mountains.” Eifie tests the word. “That’s a nice name. Sounds like a Xunilean one. I don’t think Xunil named it, though.”

Nano shrugs. “Don’t ask me.”

The bacon cooked over the open fire is impressively decent. Certainly not restaurant-grade, let alone Selene-grade by any stretch of the imagination, but it’s very respectable. Eifie happily uses her hands to pluck off pieces and pop them into her mouth while Nano and Rymo are more reserved by eating directly off of the skewer.

“I’ll be packing up the tarp,” Nano declares as he extinguishes the fire by throwing dirt all over it. Eifie opens her canteen to clean her hands, but to her dismay, only a single drop of water comes out in a brave attempt to penetrate the barrier of grease.

“Do we have any more water?” she calls after Nano.

“It went all in the soup yesterday.”

Adding insult to injury, the fact that the river didn’t pass anywhere nearby meant that she had to wait until the ninth checkpoint to fully clean her hands. She’d have to live with the perpetually icky feeling of oil for at least a couple of hours.
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Ambera Checkpoint 9, Aucervean Mountains, Ciers–Eos

Eifie regrets using her hands to eat her bacon—she had had to wait until the ninth checkpoint before they could find the river close by again—and had resorted to rubbing her hands along the bark of trees or on leaves near the path whenever her hands felt too oily. There was no chance that she was going to wipe her hands on her clothes.

They had just finished a meal at the ninth checkpoint; when they had arrived, the first thing Eifie did was go down to the river to rid herself of the bacon grease from her breakfast that morning.

“That water was amazing,” Rymo says blissfully, their canteens full once again.

“You tell me,” Eifie agrees.

“Let’s get going,” Nano urges them, already setting off ahead of them. “We have a lot of mountains to cross around today.”

“Can’t we stay a little longer?” Eifie rubs the sore muscles in her legs that developed over the course of three days of near-continuous walking.

“Eifie, we have to keep up with Nano!” Rymo leaves her as well to continue up the trail.

She hears a small rustle coming from the bush behind them and stops, straining her ears again. “Did you guys hear that?” She receives no response from the boys who are far from earshot. “Never mind.” Dismissing it as a figment of her sleep-deprived mind, she ignores her senses and follows the brothers out of the forest.



Ambera Connection, Aucervean Mountains, Ciers–Eos

Eifie stares the mountains up and down as the trail veers away from them to decrease the change in elevation. “Why can’t we go straight through?” she asks. “It has to be shorter than going all the way around.”

“It’s not safe. There’s a trail, but you’d have to go up and down a bunch of mountains that it’s really not practical. Also, there are mountain lions living up there. It’s faster and easier to take Ambera all the way around,” Nano explains.

Feeling a large pressure building up in her mind, Eifie hangs behind the group and hides a yawn from the rest of them. She isn’t going to stay up the whole night again if she could avoid it. It’s only just past midday and it’s not only her mind that has slowed. She looks back at the Emerald Forest far behind them—the basin shortcut that they had taken is clearly visible at this distance.

Additionally, a large brown wildcat whose head appears to reach her chest is quietly padding along behind them, a good dozen metres separating the group from it. It meets Eifie’s gaze unflinchingly. “Uh, guys? I found a cougar.” She’s too tired to be scared.

“Ooh, really? Wow, that’s so cool!” Rymo turns and his fascinated expression quickly changes to one of horror. “It’s so big!”

“Stay perfectly calm,” Nano says as he spots the lone feline that continues to shorten the distance between them. “Mountain lions don’t attack unless you do something really stupid. There shouldn’t be any mountain lions in this area, though. They’re only found in some parts of the forest or way up in the mountains.”

The trio have slowed to the point that they all take slow, nonthreatening steps backward along the path. The cougar stares at Eifie’s left hand as it approaches. “Would you say,” Eifie says in a low voice, making a connection, “that they live near the eighth or ninth checkpoints?”

“Just the eighth. The ninth is too far outside the forest.”

“Okay.” Her suspicions are confirmed. “In that case, I think we should leave very quickly right now. I think it smelled the bacon.”

Nano scowls. “You can’t run from one of these. They’re too fast and the instant we turn it’ll go for our necks.”

“You said they don’t attack humans, right? Then it probably only wants to bite my hand,” she says nonchalantly.

“Hey, cougar!” Rymo yells. The cat’s ears flick and turn, and its attention shifts to the boy, who waves a large rock over his head. “Catch!” He hurls the sizeable stone above the cougar, and it’s distracted enough for him to tell them to start moving. “Run!”

They don’t need to be told twice. While the cougar chases after the bouncing stone, Rymo leads the escape by going off the trail. “Rymo!” Nano yells. “Where are you going!”

“Ambera’s too obvious; it’s going to easily catch up there!”

“It can also easily catch up here, too!”

“Oh. Sorry!” It’s much too late to change directions now. The sound of an animal flat-out running behind them motivates them to continue on their current path.

“Damn it, you can’t keep running in a straight line, Rymo! Follow me!” Nano breaks off and turns to the left, directly toward a mountain.



To Eifie, it feels like she’s been running for hours, zig-zagging back and forth right by the mountainside in a futile attempt to throw the cougar chasing them off their trail. “Nano!” she puffs. “Are…are we going to be able to stop soon?”

“Nano! Look over there!” Rymo points at a tree far up ahead, gradually changing his course to meet it. “We can hide in there!”

Nano curses. “Fine. Go! Yes, Eifie, once we find running water—it should be soon—we can stop.”

Hidden behind the tree that Rymo had pointed out, a dark tunnel burrows through the mountain. Each of them can just barely squeeze by the branches and enter the hole. “Come on, I hear running water!” Rymo charges forth again without stopping for a break; Eifie can’t help herself and spends half a second taking deep breaths before Nano drags her along. “Don’t just stand there, it’s coming!”

Rymo’s auditory senses prove to be excellent when they encounter an underground river with a moderate current. “Jump in!” Nano and Rymo both without hesitation—Nano especially even with his large bag—almost submerge themselves in the river. Eifie dips a toe with her shoes on and shudders. The water isn’t exactly frigid, but it’s also not at all warm and comfortable.

Claws click on the rocky floor behind her and she makes her decision. As if performing a standing long jump, she plunges unreservedly into the water, the shock from the change in temperature locking up her muscles for a couple of seconds.

When she surfaces and treads water hard both to warm up and to keep her head above the current, she flicks her hair out of the way to see the cougar staring at them all, tail curled to avoid coming into contact with the puddles near it.

She smiles and breathes out a sigh of relief before turning to see how her travel companions are doing. Much to her dismay, Rymo is valiantly struggling against the current which is in the process of pushing him away from the bank of the river and over the waterfall.

‘Rymo!” Nano roars at him. “You won’t be able to make it—turn around and dive! Get ready!” His brother glances at him nervously before his gaze falls on Eifie and it becomes determined. Turning around to face the edge of the river head-on, his chest puffs up—

—and he falls over the edge into the darkness. Nano pushes the water with his arms to turn back to Eifie, resisting the current by kicking with his legs. “You too!” he barks. “Just make sure you enter head-first and push up as soon as you can—got it?”

Eifie shakes her head frantically. “What? No! Wait! Isn’t there—”

Nano gracefully spins around and falls over the edge into the darkness as well. She can see the dark water curving downward. Resorting to using every last bit of her energy to resist the current, she manages to get a couple of centimetres closer to the bank. “Ahhhh!” The water is just too strong, and she only thing she can manage before falling over the edge into the darkness herself is to adopt the position she would use for a front crawl.

The feeling of weightlessness is marred by globs of water pounding her head. “Right yourself!” a voice yells, but before she can react, her torso and abdomen slam into a pool of water, and she blacks out.



It is the repeated stinging all along her front that Eifie wakes up to. “She’s up! Princess, are you all right?”

She feels very cold, the large heat source from her side doing little to remedy such intense cold. Shivering and with chattering teeth, she props herself up using her elbows on the cold rock below her and takes in her surroundings. Rymo stands above her, Nano is tending the fire by her side, and their bags are all sitting behind him. Both of them have dry clothing and wet hair, and she realises to her disgust that her own clothes are sticking to her body as well. When she wiggles her toes, she cringes at the feeling of wet sock sliding between them. Shifting herself so that she’s as close as possible to the dim fire without actually burning herself, Eifie holds out her hands to warm herself up. “H-how l-long was I out?”

“Hard to tell.” Nano and his brother share a glance, shrugging. “Maybe an hour?”

“What happened? Where are we?”

Water crashes down behind them. “We’re right beside the waterfall that we all fell down. Apparently it’s only a few metres tall,” Nano says casually. “So Rymo and I both dove in fine, then you…fell in after us. That was quite the impressive belly flop,” he says dryly.

Her stomach stings as if to remind her of her action and she winces. “Ah.”

“Then after we got out of the pool, I dragged you out after you passed out,” Rymo adds on. “And we changed our clothes because it’s not good to wear wet clothes when it’s so cold. I wanted to help you change your clothes too, but Nano didn’t let me.” He pouts.

“I figured that you would appreciate doing that yourself. Maybe in a corner.”

“Thanks,” Eifie manages to say. “I think I’ll do that now.”

Nano takes her bag and tosses it to her. A bit unsteadily, she rises to her feet, cringing at the squishiness of her wet socks. Before she does anything else, she gently remove her shoes and strips off the wet socks whose sensation would plague her nightmares, squeezing the dirty water out of them before tucking them nicely her shoes. “I’ll be by the waterfall.”

“Turn around, Rymo.”

After a quick change of clothing into her last clean, dry set—bless waterproof backpacks—she returns to the fire to discuss their next steps, shoeless. “So what are we going to do next?”

“…I don’t know,” Nano says finally.

“Don’t you have a map?”

“I don’t know where we are,” he says more forcefully.

“Can’t you find out using the map?”

Nano clenches his fists tightly until his knuckles turn white, but he takes a deep breath and relaxes. “No, we’re underground. I have no idea where we are.”

Rymo eyes his brother cautiously. “Nano, are you okay?”

“Fine,” he snaps. “Perfectly fine. As fine as I’ve ever been.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

“Yeah,” Eifie jumps in, “you seem a little…stressed.”

At her words, Nano blows up. “A little stressed? I wonder why I’d be stressed? Oh,” he strokes his chin mockingly, “maybe it’s because we’re lost and underground and I’ve had to be responsible for your stupid mistakes every single day! You gave my little brother drugs—you’re lucky nothing happened—and you left a trail for a mountain lion right to us so now—have I mentioned?—we’re lost and underground! You’re so useless!”

“Wait,” Rymo interjects, spreading his hands, “I don’t think you’re being fair—”

“No, Rymo, you do not have a say in this,” Nano cuts Rymo off. “Not to mention,” He starts pacing around, “that you’re a rich, spoiled brat who’s never had to work a day in her life! When we first met you in Demauge, you were with Administrator Pythone. Administrator Pythone! And then you took a climate-controlled, safe, comfortable car all the way to Ciers, where you somehow had this magical letter that let you have a private, walk-in appointment with Prime Minister Nohigi, who gave you thousands of Ciersian dollars just because some important person in Demauge felt bad for you and coincidentally happened to be childhood friends with the leader of our city! And you had the nerve,” he points an accusatory finger at her, visage twisted with bitterness, “to ask us—us!—to gallivant all the way to Eos and then the wasteland known as Xunil! Did you ever consider that because we aren’t from Enigma, we might not be able to actually get in there? Do you even think?”

The sudden outburst startles Eifie, and she admits that his words might hold a small grain of truth to them. “Wait—I thought you were fine with helping me—”

“I only wanted your money!”

That shuts her up. “You…w-wha?” she stammers, flabbergasted.

“You had thousands of dollars, remember? Did you really think I spent it all on supplies?” he scoffs. “Please. Our supplies only costed a fraction of the money in the briefcase.” He turns away from her. “I took the rest to pay off our debt.”

“Nano…what are you saying? You took her money…to pay off our debt?” Rymo whispers. “Why didn’t you ask her?”

“Why do you think I didn’t ask her? What was I going to do? Tell a complete stranger our entire life story?”

“But she’s Eifie! She’s nice and trustworthy!”

“‘Nice and trustworthy’? You won’t be thinking the same thing when she tosses you away when she finds someone else not in poverty.”

“I wouldn’t do that,” Eifie defends herself. “Look, I think I understand—my parents just died—”

“You understand nothing,” Nano spits. The venom in his voice stops her in her tracks. “You don’t know what it’s like to be sunk in debt that your parents accrued, people chasing after you and your brother to put them into slavery. You don’t know what it’s like to beg for food, for money just to live until the next day. You don’t know what it’s like to have one measly meal—sometimes two every day. I bet you don’t even think about your parents! ‘My parents just died’—do you even care?” He laughs humourlessly. “The only thing you understand is how to seduce others and get in their way.”

Rymo jumps in front of her this time, angry. “Nano, that’s going too far. Apologise to her!”

“Why should I? Did I say anything wrong?”

“I-it was mean! And if you wouldn’t want someone to say something to you, you shouldn’t say it to them!”

Nano ruffles the hair on Rymo’s head. “The world doesn’t care if it’s mean or not. Sometimes I don’t even think it cares about the truth. And you,” he glowers at Eifie. “For my brother’s sake, we’re going to get out together. But the instant we leave this accursed cave, you’re on your own: Rymo and I are going home. We’re not going to deal with your messes anymore. Are we clear?”

Noticing Nano’s sour attitude and their current situation, Eifie nods slowly. “Crystal.”

“Good,” he huffs. “Now, you got us into this mess. You’re going to get us out. What shall we do now, O great leader?”



“Um, maybe it’s this way?” Eifie says unsurely, holding up her torch to illuminate a path in a fork underground.

Nano points at a distinctive mark on the wall of each path—two full tallies. “This is the eleventh time we’ve been here.” He takes his chalk and adds another scratch mark. “Do you have any idea where we’re going?”

“Well,” she retorts, “maybe if we didn’t fall down the waterfall, we might not have been stuck by the smooth walls.”

“What else were we supposed to do?”

“Anything! Hold on to the wall, not jump into the river…”

“So you want us to be eaten by the cougar?”

“You can still hold on to the riverbank underwater,” she grumbles. The usually quiet but helpful Nano now bickers with her at her every sentence and doesn’t even bother helping her find a solution to the mess that they had gotten in together. As she’s mumbling unpleasantries about this side of him, Rymo interrupts her thoughts.

“Wait, do you guys hear something?”

They stop moving. There’s a small clicking sound down the path Eifie had illuminated.

“What is that?” Rymo whispers.

“I don’t know,” Eifie says in a quiet voice as well.

“It wasn’t there before.”

Sticking a little closer together, the trio creep closer to the source of the clicking. Eifie reaches out with the torch to illuminate a bird with distinctive red chest feathers pecking the miniscule cracks in the ground. Lifting his head up to see what disturbed him, Git hops to face them and tilts his head to one side. He fluffs his wings and chirps inquiringly at them, as if annoyed to be bothered but willing to help. “Git!” Eifie reaches out to touch the bird, but he hops back away from the reach of her fingers. “Sorry—Git, please.” She clasps her hands together earnestly. “Can you lead us out of here?”

“And of course she finds a convenient bird to get us out of here,” Nano mutters.

Git trills some notes before he flies off into the darkness. “Let’s go!” Eifie says, chasing after the robin.



“Yes…sun!” Rymo basks in the glow of the sunset, arms spread wide. “Oh, how I’ve missed you so!”

Eifie and Nano emerge from the tunnel after him. “Thank you, Git!” Eifie waves goodbye to the bird, who chirps in acknowledgement and flies back into the cave system.

“You know our deal,” Nano says. “We’re splitting up here. In fact,” he nudges his chin in the direction of a large city, “that seems to be Eos—we must have crossed under the whole mountain range and skipped a couple of days of travel. If you want to get there before sundown, you should leave now.”

“…Does Rymo want to come with me?” She’s been thinking about this for a while, and decides to take the shot. If she can get Rymo to go with her, he might get their dysfunctional group to stick together a little longer and maybe she can work on patching up their relations.

Clearly not due to the orange by the setting sun, Nano’s face reddens in anger. “You’re going to take my brother away from me? No! Of course not.”

“Nano, wait.” Rymo steps in between them. “I’m old enough to make my decisions.”

Nano looks incredulous. “You can’t even give consent!”

“And you’re not old enough to be my legal guardian,” Rymo fires back. “Let me choose, please.”

Nano is silent for a moment before he steps back, rubbing his face with both hands. “I’m going to regret this.”

“I…” Rymo looks between the two of them, his expression torn. “I’m sorry.” He steps to Nano’s side. “I’m sorry, Eifie,” he says apologetically. “But Nano’s my brother, and I can’t just leave him. I’ll change his mind about you, though,” he promises. “Next time we meet, princess, we’ll welcome you with open arms. Drop by our place at any time!” He runs up to her and embraces her.

Nano turns his head away. “Fat chance. You.” He points at Eifie. “Go,” he grunts. “Get out of here. Do what you want to do.”

Rymo finally releases her from his hold. “Good luck with Xunil! I’ll be cheering you on all the way!”

Eifie smiles. “Thank you.” She turns to Nano. “And you too, Nano. For everything. I’m…sorry I bothered you so much.”

“Hmph.”

“I guess…I’ll be going now.” A little hesitantly, she adjusts her the bag on her shoulders and starts to make her way down the rest of the mountain toward the city. “Goodbye!”

“Bye, Eifie!” Rymo calls at her retreating back.



As Eifie nears the security checkpoint into Eos, the ground suddenly shakes. Knocked off her feet, she gets on her hands and knees, watching in shock as the centre of the city separates in a jagged line. The southern half of the city is pulled away from the northern half—or is the northern half being pulled away from the southern half?—nearly a kilometre-wide canyon splits Eos right down the middle in just under a minute.

As if Eifie’s mind weren’t overloaded already, the subtle roaring in the background suddenly plateaus in volume as what can only be described as a flood of water races down the channel, which extends as far as the eye can see, cutting deep into the continent.

Unmoving, she can only stare at the carnage as the screams and shouts of the citizens in Eos finally reach her ears. In Eos too?


End
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