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THE RADIANTS

The three achromatic bodies swirl across millennia with a ferocity possessed by those desperate to challenge their inescapable fate, striving to touch but forever out of reach. A ray of pure white shines from one, staring fixedly at the body that orbits it. The light illuminates far less than the shadows it produces. The jealous third body cuts across the gaze and impedes the precious light until only a sliver remains, allowing darkness to frolic.

The Mintaka dared not open his eyes as he pictured the history of the celestial bodies travelling on their predestined paths to where they currently resided. Yet it was their future that drove him to deny his recent discovery with the dark telescope.

Our planet has a moon, and an eclipse is coming…

The Mintaka’s eyes shot open. He was seated on a stool that allowed the tips of his wings to drape above the floor. Dark skin covered the base of his wings where they protruded from his back before spurting forth black feathers, free from the blue sunsuit that covered the majority of his body. His hands shook as he reached for a quill and paper. The scratching of the nib against parchment was muted by his beating heart as his calculations became reality.

The Mintaka grabbed the binoculars by his side and looked to Helios, the sun burning high above. He stared at the mass as his emerald eyes absorbed its sunlight, which would then be converted into nutrients via the chlorophyll flowing through his veins. The perpetual sunlight was required for the survival of the radiants, and without it they would perish.

The Mintaka rubbed his temples. He looked towards the sanctum, his home that had basked in Helios’s sunlight since time immemorial. His gaze was drawn back to the sheet of paper with the duration of the eclipse: two thousand heartyears. One hundred generations.

In fifty heartyears, the eclipse will end all life.






PART I · GROWTH

25 heartyears to eclipse








    
        
            
                
                    
                        
                    
                    
                        
                    
                
                
                    
                
                
                    
                
                
                    
                
                
                    
                
                
                    
                
                
                    
                
                
                    
                        
                    
                    
                        
                    
                
                
                    
                
                
                    
                
                
                    
                
                
                    
                
                
                    
                
                
                    
                
                
                    
                
                
                    
                
                
                    
                
                
                    
                
                
                    
                
                
                    
                
                
                    
                
                
                    
                
                
                    
                
                
                    
                    
                    
                    
                    
                    
                    
                    
                    
                
                
                    
                    
                    
                    
                    
                    
                    
                
                
                    
                    
                    
                    
                    
                    
                    
                    
                    
                
                
                    
                    
                    
                    
                    
                    
                
            
        
    






THE MINTAKA

“Her water just broke. It’s expected to be a short labour.”

Ravindra Alcyone was the Mintaka, one of the heads of the Alcyone family. He hunched over papers strewn atop his desk. Like the Mintakas before him, much of his time was devoted to the eclipse. 25 heartyears had passed since his grandfather had made the discovery, with 25 remaining before its arrival. But the birth at hand would determine the immediate fate of the Alcyone.

“I’ll be right there,” said the Mintaka.

The guard saluted and left.

The Mintaka was in his study within Alcyone Tower. It housed the dark telescope his grandfather had used to first witness Orion’s moon—the only instrument capable of detecting it.

The sterile room was full of light. The pure white surroundings made a striking contrast to the tremendous piece of black chrysium embedded in the wall opposite the Mintaka, a crucial piece of the dark telescope. Levers next to the eyepiece controlled the telescope’s target. Tubes with intricately placed mirrors reflected light to the study from above. The wall of chrysium amplified the received light, making it possible to see in darkness.

The papers and books surrounding the Mintaka discussed the properties of chrysium. He had spent the last five heartyears attempting to replicate the dark telescope without success. He knew a solution for the eclipse was not possible without the assistance of the other families, but as no one outside of the Alcyone had a dark telescope to see the moon, the other family heads were sceptical of its existence.

In the centre of the room lay a model of the three celestial bodies silently clicking on their predestined trajectories. Helios was completely encased in chrysium, save for a small hole that created a cone of sunlight that shone on Orion’s surface. The megacity Thrinacia and its three watertowns floated above Orion’s surface, fixed under Helios’s gaze. A veil of darkness surrounded the sanctum, which light could not penetrate. The moon crept on its own path across the stream of light, unperturbed by the lives it threatened. Though the model appeared motionless, with each tick it moved incrementally closer to their doom.

The Mintaka looked outside to Helios above. It remained as luminous as ever. He then turned his gaze to the city below. Thrinacia and the three watertowns floated in place as the giant planet Orion rotated, ensuring they remained in perpetual sunlight. The leading edge of Thrinacia was currently above a worn land. Generations of mining had left the ground littered with hollow pits and dirt mounds.

Behind Thrinacia lay an open ocean. The Mintaka’s ancestors had travelled across nothing but water for the last four hundred heartyears. It had been five hundred heartyears since his ancestors were last here one rotation ago. He could only imagine the wonder his grandfather experienced when he first used the dark telescope to see through the darkness and witness the land before Helios’s light touched it.

On the horizon of land stood a pair of mountain peaks that dominated the landscape. They would dwarf Thrinacia when it passed between them. From there, five smaller peaks would then reveal themselves upon the horizon. But if they remained obscured, it would suggest Helios’s cone of light was shrinking.

The Mintaka’s chest constricted under the weight of Thrinacia’s future that the other family heads refused to acknowledge. He needed to revisit his notes. He took an instinctive step towards his desk but shook his head and forced his sight towards the door, commanding his disobedient legs forward one step at a time. He was needed elsewhere.

The Mintaka’s feet led him through a maze of corridors within Alcyone Tower. His destination was not one that could easily be found. As he reached for the door handle, he closed his eyes and silently recited assurances. Don’t let the Alcyone bloodline end with me…

When the Mintaka entered the room, his gaze was immediately drawn to his partner—the other head of the Alcyone, the Rigel—lying on a cushioned bed. As her jade eyes met his, he smiled. She returned his smile as tears streaked her cheeks. Three sunlamps floated in place as they provided additional sunlight for the birth at hand. My precious Akino. Even at times like this, when she’s bone-tired, she’s still the most beautiful radiant I’ve ever seen.

“Please remain focused,” said the Alcyone owlsmith. “We don’t have much time until you’re expected to meet with the Saiph, and we can’t have her suspect this birth.”

The owlsmiths were enigmatic creatures that lived alongside radiants. This owlsmith liked to be called Vincent and was the same one that had brought the Mintaka and countless other Alcyone into the world. Their voice was distorted, void of any emotion, and the absence rather than the presence of wings made them more conspicuous.

“That’s easy for you to say, Vincent,” said Akino through clenched teeth. Her voice held a thin layer of fear.

Without a daughter, our sons cannot continue the Alcyone bloodline. It would end with us. This is our last chance to produce a daughter. Please don’t let it be another son…

Akino contained a scream, drawing green blood from her lower lip.

The owlsmith’s monotonous voice broke through the tension. “One last push, and they’ll be out.”

Akino groaned as she gave the final push.

There was a small cry from the newly born radiant, the lumen, as they slipped into the owlsmith’s hands. The sunlamps moved to ensure the lumen was in continual sunlight so they did not die from sunloss.

The owlsmith inspected the lumen in silence.

The Mintaka had been to enough births to know what the owlsmith was looking for. Strong consistent breaths. Rhythmic heartbeat. Eyes adjusting to the light. Healthy green gums. Unblemished skin. And minimal blood loss from my Akino.

The owlsmith passed the newborn to Akino before stepping back.

The Mintaka hesitantly moved towards his partner and their latest creation. Akino held her lumen close. The Mintaka shared a smile with Akino.

An Alcyone daughter was born.






THE BETELGEUSE

The advisors sat on stools around the table with their wings rigid against their backs. The tension in the air was apparent as they stole glances at the five wingless owlsmiths standing against the back wall. Their identical black shadowsuits covered them from head to toe.

Like all rooms within this tower, shadows struggled to form. Light emanated from all corners of the chamber, but the sterility of the room was at odds with the topic being discussed.

The sitting radiants each wore a crimson sunsuit that complemented their fiery red hair, but one radiant was noticeably different: the head of the Maia family. The Betelgeuse. Her unwavering posture and piercing gaze demanded attention and respect.

The Betelgeuse smirked, which caused a rustling of feathers from the shivering advisors. But she knew she was not the only source of their discomfort.

The owlsmiths remained motionless against the wall. Their darkglass helmets dimly reflected the room and prevented the release of light, obscuring the creatures that lay within. Many advisors refused to acknowledge their presence.

I wish I could understand what the owlsmiths were thinking, but no matter. They’re mine to manipulate whether I trust them or not.

“Tell me 6N100, how did the birth go?” said the Betelgeuse.

The only way to differentiate between owlsmiths was the barcode displayed above the left breast of their shadowsuit.

“The birth was a success.” A red light flashed on the helmet of 6N100 with each word. “The daughter—”

One of the advisors gasped. She looked to the Betelgeuse and shrank under her gaze.

The Betelgeuse wore a deep red eye patch over her left eye. Despite censoring her pale white eye, those present knew what lay underneath, putting them on edge whenever their eyes met.

Did the owlsmith not spike the Rigel’s water with enough of the stress hormone? Owlsmiths can’t lie, but they’ve had countless rotations to master their words. The Rigel and Mintaka are the only fertile Alcyone, so with only sons and no daughter their bloodline would end. Their demise was meant to be as painless as possible. They were meant to have a another son!

The owlsmith 6N100 was unimpaired by this altercation and resumed speaking. “The daughter was born without any problems and is currently being cared for. I know this is not what you wanted, but we can still make this work. The Alcyone family will be preoccupied for the next ten heartyears. They will be on edge, waiting for the inevitable assassination attempts.”

The Betelgeuse relaxed her gaze. The Alcyone may be more malleable now than if they’d had another son. Hope has always been a double-edged sword, and I can put that to use if I’m to gain access to their chrysium.

“Let’s continue as planned,” said the Betelgeuse. “We’ll have some of our own sneak into Alcyone Tower to attack the other lumens using the most recent layout we have. Cutting them off from sunlight so they die from sunloss remains the best solution, but the main goal is to maintain pressure on the Alcyone. We will remove the daughter at her naming ritual.”

The smile that moved across the lips of the Betelgeuse froze the other radiants in place.

“We’ll need a suitable candidate to take the blame,” said the Betelgeuse. “It is essential they remain ignorant of our role. They should—”

There was a thud as an owlsmith convulsed and fell to the floor. Its barcode read 6RG49.

The owlsmith 66NN moved to the fallen 6RG49 and propped it against the wall. “Virgil’s been feeling lethargic.” 66NN’s red light flashed with each word as it held 6RG49. “We’ll take him to his room to rest.”

The Betelgeuse waved her hand, dismissing the owlsmiths from the room. All five left, with 6RG49 carried by 66NN.

Several advisors released sighs of relief.

Lethargic? I’ve never seen an owlsmith in such a state. To think they may truly be deteriorating…

The Betelgeuse shook the unnerving thought from her head and resumed the meeting at hand.






THE MINTAKA

The lumen, now two heartyears old, screamed as Akino and the Mintaka tried to placate her.

“It’s okay, little one, we’re here,” said Akino. She forced a smile through tired lips, but her daughter did not stop the tantrum. If anything, the words seemed to spur her on.

“Do you want to play with any of my devices?” The Mintaka held out the magnifying glass he carried in his pocket. I used to love this thing when I was young.

The parents continued in their attempts to soothe the lumen but failed to notice the entrance of the Alcyone owlsmith into the room.

It was Akino who first acknowledged the owlsmith. “Vincent! Sorry, I lost track of time. We’re trying to settle her before you take her measurements. She’s certainly become more self-aware since you last saw her a heartmonth ago.”

The owlsmith inclined their head and stood at the back of the room.

“Did you want to have a look outside?” Akino picked up the lumen and carried her to the edge of the room that overlooked Thrinacia. But the lumen had no interest in looking outside, as she had discovered the enigmatic owlsmith in the room.

The lumen ceased her wailing and gawked at the owlsmith.

As the owlsmith strode forward, the lumen beamed, and her hands grasped the air. The owlsmith paused as they reached out to the lumen.

The owlsmith gently picked up the lumen, rotating her and taking measurements. When the lumen giggled, they froze.

“It’s like you’ve never held a lumen before,” said the Mintaka through a smile.

The owlsmith continued their examination of the lumen before handing her back to Akino.

“Everything is progressing within the expected parameters,” said the owlsmith. “I’ll see you in another heartweek or so for the next set of measurements.”

The owlsmith moved to leave, but only made it three steps before they were stopped by the lumen’s wail.


Another awkward pause. Is it really surprising the lumen is interested in the owlsmith? Akino surely enjoys their company.

“Well, someone has an admirer,” said Akino through a drained smile. “Why don’t you stay here for a while? Assuming you’re not needed elsewhere.”

The owlsmith slowly turned and stepped back towards the family. The lumen stopped yowling with a renewed grin.

“Here, you can hold her again. I think she’d like that.” Akino passed the lumen back into the owlsmith’s arms.

Several heartminutes passed as the owlsmith held the lumen who amused herself looking up at their reflective helmet and exploring the hidden compartments that lined their unique black shadowsuit.

It was Akino who cut the silence. “I don’t recall being so enthralled when I was her age. Was I ever like this with you?”

To the Mintaka’s surprise, the owlsmith seemed lost in thought as they stared into the eyes of the lumen. They had to shake themselves free before finally answering, “No. Neither you nor any of the Rigels before you were quite like this.”

Two hearthours had passed before the lumen quietened and fell asleep. Akino had long since left, but the Mintaka remained. He breathed a sigh of relief, treasuring the silence. As radiants developed they would outgrow the need for sleep, and he knew there were only a few sleeps left for his daughter.

The owlsmith passed the lumen to one of the attendants before making their way to the Mintaka.

“I’ll need to organise a teacher for her and the other lumens,” said the owlsmith.

The Mintaka was taken aback. “But you’ve always been the teacher. What’s changed?”

The owlsmith paused. “I can feel my age catching up to me. I won’t be around forever, and I believe the Alcyone have more than enough expertise to begin teaching their own. I also fear the over reliance on owlsmiths may be impede progress within the family. It’s best to put systems in place whilst I can still assist.”

The Mintaka nodded, perplexed by the owlsmith’s behaviour. “Do you have anyone in mind?”

“Yes, I have a few names. I thought it best if each lumen received their own teacher for security. If you’re happy, I’ll start meeting with them.”

The Mintaka nodded his approval as the owlsmith bowed and left.






ADHAM

Adham was deep in thought perusing the merchant’s selection of books. After a full hearthour of torturous deliberation, he had narrowed his selection to two. But I can only afford one…

The merchant’s stall was at the base of the colossal spire that dominated the centre of Thrinacia. Wide open roads twisted up towards the apex where a light—the Vodia—blazed at the pinnacle as it smouldered with a temper that rivalled Helios’s sunlight above. The spire was edged with black chrysium that appeared sharp enough to cut through the sunlight as it juxtaposed the untainted six white towers of Thrinacia. Radiants in various coloured sunsuits sauntered around, looking for wares in exchange for their precious sand and chrysium.

Adham was still looking down at the books in each hand when a mechanical voice said, “Excuse me, are you Adham Alcyone?”

Adham instinctively stepped back and looked up to the owlsmith. “Ah, yes. That’s me.”

The owlsmith raised their open right hand to their left shoulder and tilted their head. “I’m Vincent, the Alcyone owlsmith. I was hoping we could have a chat.”

Though Adham had never heard of an owlsmith being dangerous, that fact did little to ease his nerves.

“Why don’t we head back to Alcyone Tower and discuss there?” said the owlsmith.

Adham’s blank face stared back in the reflection of the owlsmith’s helmet. Words were lost to him, but he managed a nod.

The owlsmith turned to face the flustered merchant. “I’ll buy both books.” The owlsmith passed the merchant a small pouch that rustled with grains of sand brushing against each other.

When the merchant received the currency, his muscle memory took hold as he weighed out what was due onto a small scale, returning the bulk of the pouch back to the owlsmith. The owlsmith gracefully returned the bag to one of the hidden pockets within their shadowsuit before giving the books to Adham.

“If you would follow me, we can move to a more private location,” said the owlsmith.

Adham was grateful that his feet unfroze as the owlsmith led them away from Thrinacia’s centre towards its leading edge where Alcyone Tower resided. He was mesmerised by the way the owlsmith moved too perfectly, as if the action of walking had been described to them and they took each instruction to heart, never straying. The crowd parted ahead of the owlsmith, giving the pair space to speak freely.

“You have a good eye for books,” said the owlsmith. “It’s nice to have a range of interests.”

Talk of books always put Adham at ease. “Yes, but it’s problematic when books are so expensive. Back when I was with the Maia family…” Why am I bringing that up? I’m with the Alcyone now, and I’m much happier for it.

“Yes, the Maia family has far more resources at their disposal,” said the owlsmith. “I would love to visit their illustrious library, yet it’s not meant to be.”

Adham sighed. Before entering the Alcyone family, Maia Library had been a sanctum. It contained the largest collection of books in all of Thrinacia and the watertowns, built over countless generations, and only continued to grow.

“The library is truly spectacular,” said Adham. “It was a sanctum when I was younger. It’s probably the only thing I miss from the Maia family.” He was surprisingly at ease sharing his thoughts with the owlsmith.

A scream came from the crowd ahead. A radiant in green had been pushed to the ground by another clad in white.

Onlooking radiants quickly made space around the struggle.

Another radiant in green leapt at the attacker from behind, but his adversary was faster as she caught him by the neck midair, revealing a white scar that embellished her left hand and wrist.

The white attire and scar marked the radiant a Solarist—a dedicated follower of the Pleiades. She threw her assailant into the other labourer on the ground with ease.

The Solarist smiled. She moved towards the edge of the crowd where another Solarist gripped the shoulders of a young radiant that looked on in horror. She stroked the long, black hair covering the young radiant’s face and revealed the white scar that decorated the base of his neck.

The Solarists nodded to each other and picked up the young radiant before making their way back to Solaris Tower with their latest “recruit.”

None in the crowd dared challenge the Solarists, and Adham could not blame them. The Solarists maintained order throughout Thrinacia and the watertowns, all while providing medical attention to any in need. But any radiant with a white scar—be it from birth or injury—was theirs to claim. He could only imagine how hard it would be for the grieving parents.

Adham turned away in shame, knowing there was nothing he could do for the broken family. He muttered under his breath, “How could anyone do something like that?”

“Radiants are more suggestible than most realise,” said the owlsmith. “Under the right conditions it’s possible to instil almost anything.”

The owlsmith continued leading Adham through the parting crowd towards Alcyone Tower.

Guards loitered outside Alcyone Tower, but both Adham and the owlsmith were recognisable members of the Alcyone family, so were permitted within.

The pair passed through the tower’s imposing entrance into the lobby, a large open space with a statue in the centre. Adham caught the owlsmith’s gaze lingering on the decrepit sculpture. Each of the four family towers contained a similar memorial of the heads, but over the last four hundred heartyears, time had eroded the finer details. But the owlsmiths have lived through it all. How much have we changed? How much have they changed?

The floor, ceiling, and walls were completely white. Empty chairs lined the wall. A mezzanine overlooked the lobby. Several staircases twisted up to the second floor, with even more corridors splitting off to deeper sections of the tower.

The owlsmith led Adham through the foyer and down the labyrinth of Alcyone Tower. The elaborate design and grand size of the tower meant very few had navigated it in its entirety. Along identical corridors and hallways, Adham had no hope of knowing where in the tower he was being led. He never realised the tower went so deep.

The owlsmith stopped in front of a door that looked like any other and opened it. “We’re here.”

The secrecy behind the meeting increased Adham’s anxiety. He held his new books close to his chest and sighed. The room was simply adorned, furnished with a table and two stools.

Adham took a seat and placed his books on the table. “Why go to such lengths to meet here? Couldn’t we have just spoken outside?”

The owlsmith shut the door, turned a lock, and sat. A full heartminute passed before they said in an emotionless drone, “I need you to teach the Alcyone daughter.”

Adham swallowed the little moisture that remained in his mouth. His hands ruffled his feathers as they fought for a distraction. “But… the daughter… haven’t you… why me?”

Adham had been a part of the Alcyone for the last two heartyears, but it had taken several heartmonths before he was accepted into Alcyone Tower in fear of him hiding ulterior motives. The fact that they were offering him such a consequential position was beyond comprehension.

“I cannot tell you how many generations of Alcyone I have taught,” said the owlsmith, “but it’s not something I can do indefinitely. Owlsmiths are not immortal, and I think it’s best if the Alcyone began teaching their own. That said, I don’t need to tell you how essential the daughter is to the future of the Alcyone, so consider this your warning. She will likely be targeted for assassination. With that in mind, your knowledge and teaching experience are priceless, and the family would greatly appreciate your involvement. We will respect your decision either way.”

Despite the uncertainty, Adham was eager to contribute to his family’s future. “Yes, I’ll… I’ll do it.”






THE MINTAKA

It was no secret that the Alcyone and Electra heads were close. For generations, the two families worked together on maintenance and developed technologies that improved the lives of radiants. Opposite Akino and the Mintaka sat the Saiph and Meissa, the two heads of the Electra family. They bore near identical yellow sunsuits, a colour produced by the minerals from Orion’s surface.

“…and checked the alignments, but we couldn’t find anything wrong.” It was the Saiph who spoke. Like all Electra heads before her, she was an expert engineer. The Electra family was responsible for maintaining the structures across Thrinacia and the watertowns. Their short heights allowed easy traversal throughout the tighter sections of the megacity, whilst the extra joint in their wings enabled intricate control of their limbs.

The Electra worked closely with the Alcyone on many projects. Although the Alcyone predominantly overlooked the weather control devices atop each of the towers, they assisted wherever they could.

They were discussing the replica dark telescope the Alcyone family had been trying to develop so the other family heads could see the eclipse with their own eyes. But like all meetings before, the same conclusion was drawn.

“If you want the replica dark telescope to work, we need to see the original,” said the Meissa in a matter-of-fact voice.

The Mintaka had discussed the dangers of such an excursion with Akino many times, but the request remained impossible to fulfil. Our numbers are too small to patrol the entirety of our tower, which remains a weakness that has been exploited several times. Hosting visitors is far too dangerous. We almost didn’t have a daughter! And if either her or our eldest son is lost, so too is the Alcyone bloodline. Too much is at stake…

Although the room used for this meeting was within Alcyone Tower, it was adjacent to the lobby. The Mintaka regretted that he could not share the study housing the dark telescope with the Electra. The constant mistrust ate away at him.

Before the Mintaka could open his mouth to reply, the Meissa said, “Yes, we know it’s an impossible request. We’re just letting you know our professional opinions. Mintaka inventions have always been challenging to comprehend. They’re always ahead of their time. You’ve kindly shared the schematics, but neither of us has the skills to truly understand them.”

The Mintaka considered sharing the prototype battery he had been working on, but he held his tongue as it was not yet ready.

“We feared that would be the case,” said Akino. “We have something in the works that we hope to reveal soon, but as always we appreciate your help.” She stood, signifying the end of the discussion.

The Mintaka and Akino guided the Electra heads outside Alcyone Tower where they parted ways. Though they had left a copy of their report, it was not necessary. The Mintaka had already stored it to memory.

Akino reached out and squeezed the Mintaka’s hand. “We’ll develop a solution eventually. We just have to keep pushing”






ADHAM

“I said, how was the first lesson?”

Adham did not look up from his notes until a gentle hand caressed his shoulder. He was initially surprised by the presence, but when he recognised his partner, his face flushed with embarrassment.

“I’m sorry, Dwade,” said Adham. “You know how focused I can be. I’m just grateful I can finally put all my skills to use for the family.”

Dwade chuckled. “I know. That’s why I’m here to let you know you’ve been at this for six hearthours. It’s time for a break.”

I can’t believe so much time has passed. I… It’s just so easy to escape.

“I… thank you,” said Adham. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

“Well, that’s something you never have to worry about.” Dwade embraced Adham and kissed him on the cheek, expanding Adham’s smile.

Dwade pulled Adham from his stool and faced him. “So, tell me about the first lesson.”

“It went well. They have a voracious appetite for knowledge, but I guess it’s in their blood.”

“Yes, I also remember my early days of lessons being most enjoyable. So what wonders of this world are you exposing them to first? History? Physics? Biology?”

Adham let out a resigned sigh. “You know I can’t provide any details. It was hard enough for me to receive permission to tell you I was teaching one of the lumens.”

Dwade smiled. “That’s okay. I’ll just continue being inspired to know that my Adham—the greatest of all teachers—is responsible for guiding the next generation of Rigel and Mintaka.”

Adham turned his gaze from Dwade. How am I meant to keep anything from him?

Dwade laughed heartily. “I’ll stop teasing. You were never made for keeping secrets—at least, not from me.” Dwade perched on his toes to plant a kiss on Adham’s burning cheek.

Damn my biology!

As Dwade returned his heels to the ground, he said, “Still, the situation is very strange. Why has the owlsmith delegated the teaching duties to others? They’ve always been responsible for educating lumens—likely since the very beginning. Is there something that we don’t know about?”

Adham slowly turned to face Dwade. Dwade’s eyes were full of uncertainty as they both considered how close they were to witnessing the end of the Alcyone bloodline.

Adham broke the melancholic silence. “Irrespective of the changes, we have to trust that the Alcyone heads know what they’re doing. Otherwise, what hope do we have?”






THE MINTAKA

The Mintaka returned to his study, sat at his desk, and released a heavy sigh of relief. His eldest son had just survived his naming ritual. Castor Alcyone. There’s hope for our bloodline yet.

The Mintaka hunched over a book that had provided much stress as of late. The words that filled the pages were clear, but when taken together, the sentences equated to nothing more than a lunatic’s scrawlings. My father’s journal. The curse had taken him too soon…

Next to the journal lay two cylindrical devices that had remained dormant for heartyears: batteries. One was a prototype first conceived by the Mintaka’s father. The other was much older, its origin a mystery. He picked up the ancient battery with his dominant left hand, a characteristic of the Alcyone. He was fascinated by the complexity of the device. As he examined the ancient battery, he placed it next to the prototype and stared.

The Mintaka had made several attempts at reviving both batteries without success. He shook his head and moved along his desk, which was strewn with small pieces of chrysium and metal. He looked at each piece and visualised how they connected for his own prototype.

The battery isn’t ready to share, but does it matter? My intelligence will reach its prime in five heartyears, but by that stage the eclipse will only be fourteen heartyears away.

I’ll give myself four and a half heartyears to work on it. Then, no matter how incomplete it is, I’ll share it with the family heads.

The Mintaka stretched his arms and wings before returning to his work.






ADHAM

Adham was escorted through the labyrinth of corridors and stairwells of Alcyone Tower. He was both impressed and intimidated by the level of security and secrecy surrounding the youngest lumen of the Alcyone family. Each lesson had been held in a different location.

A left, followed by two rights. Up a staircase to turn left once more. The unadorned walls all looked the same. Even the small glimpses of Thrinacia outside remained the same regardless of the direction.

Adham’s thoughts returned once more to the conflicting families. I’m no longer a Maia, but an Alcyone. The Electra family remains loyal to the Alcyone, but how much is that worth? The Maia family will never bend to the Alcyone, which means the Celaeno won’t either. Now that we’re back over land, the Maia look over the labourers, not the Celaeno. Do the Maia want the Alcyone out of the picture? Is that why we have such heightened security? If the daughter is lost, do the Maia intend to claim the place of the once respected Alcyone?

These thoughts were a mess even to Adham. It was hard to concentrate whilst being guided through such an intricate work of hallways.

Adham passed two guards loitering by another room. Although they were quick to come to attention and cease their conversation, they were not fast enough to prevent Adham from overhearing the end of a sentence, “…younger son a few hearthours ago. It was sunloss.”

That explains the heightened security. Just how many more Alcyone lumens must we put to rest without names?

More turns and corridors, each hallway illuminated by a never-ending stream of optical fibres carrying Helios’s sunlight throughout the tower. When Adham glimpsed outside, he could see the spire dominating Thrinacia’s centre. He was high enough in Alcyone Tower to see a light source shining brightly at the spire’s peak: the Vodia. It conducted Helios’s sunlight throughout Thrinacia, ensuring shadows had no place to hide.

As with all previous escorts, Adham was clueless as to where in the tower he was located. The more time he spent with the daughter, the more pain he felt when he considered how his previous family would be one of those trying to kill her. It was a sad, unavoidable reality. Only a few more heartyears until she’s grown and becomes less susceptible to sunloss.

The accompanying guard stopped outside a room and spoke quietly with their associate blocking the entrance. After their exchange, they both stepped aside to permit Adham within.

Inside the chamber sat the small lumen impatiently swinging her legs. “You’re late.”

Adham was slightly taken aback, but this was quickly replaced with pride. “I assume this means you’ve now mastered timekeeping. Or do you still rely upon the guards’ help?”

The lumen pouted and crossed her arms. “I was only off by a few heartminutes. But you’re still late!”

Adham let out a hardy laugh, which set off giggles from the lumen. “Well, I apologise for my tardiness. I’ll be more punctual when next we meet, Aruni.”

Aruni always smiled when Adham called her by her nickname. Although it was forbidden to give a moniker to a lumen before their naming ritual, it did not sit right with Adham to teach a nameless lumen.

There was a small silence before Aruni said, “Why must I be locked away whilst you can travel freely?”

Adham’s smile juxtaposed his melancholic eyes, yet together they portrayed eternal patience. “As I’ve mentioned countless times, it’s not safe,” said Adham. “You’ll be six soon, but you still have another four heartyears until your naming ritual when you’ll be fully grown. You remember your lessons, don’t you?”

Aruni rolled her eyes and recited her biology textbook. “The first ten heartyears of a radiant’s life are the most critical, as they need continual concentrated sunlight to fully develop.” She stretched out her arms to point at the three sunlamps placed around the room spotlighting her. “If a young radiant loses direct sunlight, even for a few heartseconds, they will suffer from sunloss, which can be fatal as the skin loses all colour.”

Aruni’s flippant attitude was not lost on Adham. He had never experienced the same level of security as that prepared for her.

“That’s correct. But it wouldn’t hurt to take it even a little bit seriously.”

“How would someone get to me in here? You always complain how it’s a maze.”

“That’s true, but your location is only part of the problem,” said Adham. “If sunlight is blocked—even by a cloud of fine particles—it could be detrimental. Grown radiants can survive unscathed for up to three heartminutes. Our sunsuits distribute light across our bodies, which is why they’re rarely removed. It’s you we must worry about, so it would be unwise to underestimate the resolve of the other families.”

The tongue Aruni stuck out said more than enough, but the smile that followed erased her misdeeds.

“Now let’s move on to your heartbeat. How is your timekeeping going?”

Aruni closed her eyes and focused on her heartbeat. She silently mouthed each heartbeat that represented a heartsecond—the basic unit of time all other measurements were based off.

Adham nodded to himself. “Okay, very well done. The next step is to practice reading another radiant’s heartbeat. Come here and give me your hand.”

As Aruni skipped forward, the spotlighting sunlamps followed with their bright gaze upon her. Adham removed his right glove and then gently grasped her bare left hand.

“Now, this shouldn’t be too hard, but it will take practice to improve your speed. With enough practice, you’ll be quick enough to read another’s heartbeat by brushing their skin with your own. I want you to focus on both of our heartbeats simultaneously.”

Aruni once again closed her eyes. After a heartminute of concentration, she revealed a tiny smile.

Adham could clearly read the thoughts on her face. The time between beats is exactly the same, but forever out of step.

Aruni’s realisation shocked her out of concentration, but her grin displayed a clear success.

“Well done. With practice, you will be able to tell which family a radiant belongs to from their heartbeat alone. This is something no radiant of high blood can hide.”

The smile on Aruni’s face was again melting Adham’s heart.

“So your heartbeat is that of the Maia family, whilst mine is of the Alcyone?” said Aruni.

“That’s correct.”

“And what about Uncle Dwade?”

The thought of Adham’s partner always brought a smile to his face.

“Well, he is a natural-blooded Alcyone, so his heartbeat will be synchronised with your own,” said Adham.

“And our heartbeats will always be the same?”

“Yes. There’s nothing that can change a radiant’s heartbeat.”

Aruni wiped her forehead before sitting down. She looked up to Adham and said, “If you have a Maia heartbeat, how did you meet Uncle Dwade?”

“When I was young, I was never designated an essential task within the Maia family,” said Adham. “Only females can become the Betelgeuse, and continuing the bloodline did not interest me. I did however enjoy studying, and being able to teach what I learnt was my passion. But the Maia family are not easy to get along with.” Adham’s right hand instinctively reached out to his left arm to feel the scars etched into his wrist.

“I wasn’t happy there. The only relief that subdued this pain was to learn. To be lost in thought. Thankfully I always found it easy to get lost in a good story. I could study for heartdays at a time with ease. I regularly visited the markets in search of new books and material I could devour. Anything to help keep my mind occupied. In time, I had made connections with some rare book dealers who would inform me of new material. Although expensive, being part of the Maia family ensured price wasn’t an issue. The Maia family would always support these purchases, as the books would inevitably be added to Maia Library.”

“Tell me more about the library!” Aruni shook with excitement as the sunlamps jittered.

Adham chuckled. “Only if you tell me how we develop books.”

Aruni spoke quickly, “Mineral paper is made from a mix of rocks and the omnipresent fungi found on Orion. The ink is generally made from the blood of sea creatures, but even our own blood can suffice when mixed with water. Once the ink is applied to the paper, sunlight dries the ink, permanently staining the words to paper.”

“Well done,” said Adham. “Maia Library is an impressive collection of books accrued over countless generations. It spans several floors and is continually expanding as more books are collected. There are many things the Maia family does badly, but they must be commended for their library.

“On one occasion, I was sitting within Maia Library when a guard approached me to share a message. One of my favourite dealers had just acquired an intriguing book she thought I would be interested in purchasing. Because I’m not the only book collector on Thrinacia, I rushed to her store within heartminutes of receiving the news. By the time I arrived however, it was too late. Another radiant had bought the book.

“I had lost opportunities before this, as I’m sure I have done the same to others. But I decided to ask the dealer who she sold the book to. There are multiple avid readers within the Maia family. But to my surprise, it was an Alcyone who purchased the book. Why do you think I was surprised?”

Aruni gave Adham a quizzical look and shrugged.

“Whilst the Maia family are known for collecting many books, the Alcyone family are known for writing them. Most science books are written by the Alcyone or Electra family, yet they don’t generally have a need for older books. Most of what you know lies here,” Adham tapped his right temple, “so books are trivial to the Alcyone.

“After missing the book purchase, I went back to Maia Tower, putting it behind me. It was a few heartdays later when I received another message from a dealer who had a book of interest. I rushed off but was again too late. An Alcyone radiant had beat me to it. This happened another three times before I decided it was time to find this mysterious radiant that was purchasing the best books.

“I spent another heartweek trying to find the enigmatic radiant, but to no avail. Not even the vendors were certain who this new collector was. I reached out to other Maia book collectors who had similar stories, yet they were also confounded by the collector’s identity.” A wave of melancholy swept across Adham as he recalled the emotions he experienced at the time. “I was defeated.”

Aruni reached out her hand to Adham. As Adham embraced it with his own, she gently squeezed. He was impressed with how emotionally developed she was for a lumen of her age.

“When I was feeling as sad as I’d ever been, I decided to take a stroll through the markets. Along the base of the spiral, there was a small table with numerous books on display. It was always hard to find a gem in places such as this, so I generally avoided them. But I’m glad I went, as this was where I met your uncle Dwade.” Aruni smiled, breaking her face in two. “He was looking through some books—”

“Were they romantic books?” interrupted Aruni.

“Not unless you consider physics romantic.” Adham chuckled. “Like me, Dwade had no duties to fulfil for the Alcyone family. His oldest brother was destined to become the Mintaka whilst his oldest sister would become the Rigel. The two firstborn of each sex are the only reliably fertile Alcyone. Every sibling after them is less fertile, and any lumens they do have are infertile. This is why you’re so essential for the survival of the Alcyone bloodline. But tell me: can an Alcyone radiant reproduce with one of the Maia family?”

Aruni’s smile waned as her lips pinched together in annoyance. “You’re meant to be telling me a story, not testing me!”

“I know it’s hard to forget at times, but I am your teacher.”

Aruni furrowed her brow. “The asynchronous heartbeats prevent fertilisation between radiants of different families.” Her eyebrows relaxed and her eyes glistened with a thought. “But what about the labourers? I heard it was possible for any family to reproduce with them.”

“That’s correct,” said Adham. “Their bloodline has diluted so much over the generations that they have lost their rhythmic heartbeat so it’s possible for them to reproduce with any family. But the same problem remains for the Alcyone: any offspring with a labourer is infertile.”

“But what about the other family heads? Are they like us?”

“No,” said Adham. “Only the Alcyone heads are appointed by succession. All the other families have different selection processes where the heads don’t need to be romantic partners because they don’t suffer from the same reproduction issues.”

“Is that why our family is so small?”

“Yes, exactly.”

Aruni nodded. “So, what did you do after you first met Dwade?”

Adham reined in his smile so it did not prevent him from speaking. “We continued to chat about our interests and took trips around Thrinacia, all the while falling in love. Dwade brought the light back into my life, making me feel comfortable with who I am.”

“What do you mean?”

Adham considered his words carefully. “It’s hard to express what it’s like to find someone that fills a void you thought could never be healed. Dwade not only helped ease my pain but mended parts of me I didn’t know were damaged.”

Aruni let the words sink in. “I hope I can find someone who can make me feel like that!”

Adham smiled. My Aruni, you are one of two guaranteed to find a love like this. When you meet your Mintaka, you’ll understand.

Another question bubbled in Aruni’s mind. “But why did you move to the Alcyone family? Couldn’t you have stayed with the Maia family?”

“We could have.” Adham forcibly kept his hands by his side, fighting the compulsion to stroke his wrists. “But we decided the Alcyone family was a better fit. And that’s true for almost all mixed radiant couples—they end up joining the Alcyone family.

“Once we decided the Alcyone family was best for us, I cut ties with the Maia.” Adham could see Aruni’s mouth move, so he answered her unspoken question. “Yes, I was a bit sad leaving, particularly as I was no longer permitted to visit Maia Library. But looking back it was the best decision I ever made. Our blood doesn’t dictate our future. Only we can do that.”

Aruni was once again fidgeting with energy.

“I think that’s enough story time,” said Adham. “Let’s start going over some basic equations now that your brain has warmed up.”

Aruni rolled her eyes as her studies resumed.






THE MINTAKA

It pained the Mintaka to look up, but it did not stop him from trying. He would follow the slanted wall as it climbed towards the spire’s peak, but the higher it rose, the more his eyes would sear in pain. The bottomless expanse of white that loomed above made everything below insignificant, and at its centre lay the source of the pain: the Vodia. The Vodia would concentrate and conduct Helios’s light across Thrinacia, but at this location it was at its most pure and powerful.

Within Solaris Temple sat the family heads and their advisors. Each wore a pair of darkglasses to protect their eyes from the Vodia’s light, but even that would not stop their eyes from itching for several hearthours once the meeting ended.

Radiants had donned additional clothing and equipment to shield their bodies. A range of protection was available, with some wearing shawls and others holding shells that provided shade. The Mintaka always found it ironic how the archaic weapons designed to kill could be used to protect.

It was not the first time the Mintaka questioned the impracticalities associated with these heartmonthly meetings. Yet the answer was easily justified. The meetings required the Pleiades to be present to record the events, and their world was limited to this chamber.

The apex loomed tens of metres above the gathered guests. As the angled walls sliced down to the floor, carefully arranged mirrors reflected the sunlight into sunlamps that spotlighted the Pleiades around their chamber. These sunlamps were currently targeting the centre of the floorspace where the Pleiades lounged on a pure white piece of glass, made of bleached sand from Orion’s surface: the Whiteglass Throne.

Akino squeezed the Mintaka’s hand under the table, bringing his attention back to the heated discussion.

“…certain that this eclipse is real if the Alcyone are still the only ones that have witnessed it?” The brittle voice of the Alnitak pierced above the grumbling radiants. The scales that clung to her attire would normally reflect spots of light, but within Solaris Temple there were no patches left to hold additional light. Instead, the scales looked drab and dull in contrast to the chamber.

The smile that slipped from the Mintaka’s lips was short-lived as he received a punch in the leg from Akino.

After the Alnitak had spoken and returned to her seat, fists pounded on chests in support.

When the sounds subsided, the Mintaka said, “The replica dark telescope is not yet ready—”

Discordant voices overpowered the Mintaka’s words as Akino squeezed his hand once more. I know we were expecting this, but it doesn’t make it any easier. If the idea of an eclipse causes such animosity amongst the family heads, I can only imagine what would happen if the general public found out. It must remain a secret until a solution is devised.

“Why did it take us so long to observe the moon?”

“We cannot look to the stars in sunlight so—”

“What about tidal movements?”

“We spend most of our time over ocean and cannot easily take accurate measurements of—”

“Why have we not experienced the penumbra stage of the eclipse?”

“The growing darkness is so gradual it’s hard to—”

The sounds continued to drown out the Mintaka’s voice. He let the discord continue and scanned the room once again, looking at the radiants—the heads of families—sitting around the circular table.

To the Mintaka’s left sat the two Electra heads with their past leaders standing behind. Their yellow sunsuits were dyed from minerals extracted from the land. They remained still against the bombardment, knowing there was nothing they could do to placate the others.

Opposite the Mintaka sat the Celaeno heads. His eyes were drawn to the scales covering their sunsuits, acquired from sea creatures fished from Orion’s ocean. The two Celaeno heads were near identical twins: one male, one female. Behind them also stood past leaders wearing equally garish sunsuits, selected for their ability to decorate the most lurid sunsuit.

To the right of the Mintaka sat the Betelgeuse: the head of the Maia family. The Maia were responsible for coordinating the mining of Orion’s land. The colours of her crimson sunsuit were generated using these mined minerals. Her bright red eyepatch matched the fiery hair of the Maia. Unlike the other heads, the Betelgeuse was much older than her advisors. They were all female, as the Betelgeuse alone was responsible for the Maia with no partner to share the load.

The dissonant sounds had not yet dissipated. It was the standing advisors that were making the most ruckus. The Alcyone heads were the only fertile Alcyone, and no previous Alcyone heads remained to advise—both a result of the Alcyone’s cursed blood.

Not only were the number of radiants greater behind each of the other heads, but the difference in age was most evident. The Mintaka and Akino were the youngest heads present, whilst the Betelgeuse was the oldest. She had seen the passing of the two previous Alcyone heads.

The Mintaka’s attention was drawn to the only other radiant in attendance listening to the conversation. Unlike the other radiants in attendance, the Pleiades did not wear additional attire to protect themselves from the concentrated sunlight. They were not even wearing a sunsuit; they were completely exposed—the only creature capable of withstanding the concentrated sunlight. I wonder what they see when they look to the Vodia.

The Pleiades was unlike any other radiant in existence. Instead of having a healthy dark skin to absorb sunlight more easily, they were completely pale, almost translucent. No pigmentation remained as the concentrated sunlight had bleached away any complexion. Their flowing waist-length hair hazed in and out of existence as it reflected the rare white pigments. Not even their pupils held colour.

The wings of the Pleiades were another matter. Protruding from their back were unpigmented bones outstretched on either side. Thin sinewy branches extended downwards that on any other radiant would hold layers of deep black feathers. For the Pleiades however, any feathers that remained attached were barely visible. It was rumoured they retained their ancestor’s ability to fly, yet none had borne witness to such an event.

From this distance, it was hard to discern individual features of the Pleiades. Their movement was tricky to decipher, as so much light passed through them. During these meetings, the Pleiades would sit and listen, recording the reported events taking place throughout Thrinacia and the watertowns. Many consider it a small price to pay for eternal life, but I—

Akino once again squeezed the Mintaka’s hand, returning him to a silenced discussion.

“The Rigel and I have an alternate solution for the dark telescope,” said the Mintaka.

Not a sound from the audience. Is that the Pleiades leaning closer, or are my eyes playing tricks on me?

“It’s called a battery,” said the Mintaka. “It’s capable of storing sunlight which can then be released, even in darkness. The plan is to have it store enough sunlight to see us through the eclipse. It’s still a work in progress, but if I dedicate my time and energy, I’m confident a solution will reveal itself.” They’re definitely leaning closer.

There was a full heartminute of silence as the heads considered the weight of the Mintaka’s words.

It was the Betelgeuse who broke the stillness. “What do you need to develop a working battery?”

The Mintaka released a deep breath. “We plan on making use of the chrysium within the dark telescope. However, the dark telescope will need to be dismantled to access the chrysium. It will take some time to disassemble the device without damaging the components, but once the chrysium is extracted, we can process it and make the relevant modifications at Alcyone Tower.”

The Mintaka was too lost in sharing his knowledge to notice the tension building in the chamber. When he finished, it was a vacuum empty of all sound.

Once again, the Mintaka looked around the room, locking his gaze with the Pleiades. Are they smiling?

The Betelgeuse broke the silence once more. “No.”

The Mintaka was lost for words.

“I would like to see through the dark telescope with my own eye before it’s dismantled,” said the Betelgeuse.

It was Akino who took rein of the conversation. “We’ve discussed this on several occasions, and you’ve always refused to our terms. We cannot have you entering Alcyone Tower without our strict supervision. We cannot have—”

“I agree to all the terms you’ve previously stipulated,” said the Betelgeuse. “All of us,” gesturing to the other family heads, “will be at the mercy of the Alcyone family. Just let us see this eclipse before you dismantle the only device capable of viewing it.”

This time it was the Mintaka and Akino who were silent.

Akino picked up the conversation. “So, you agree to having no guards?”

The Betelgeuse nodded, keeping her one good eye locked with Akino’s. The Electra heads quickly followed suit, whilst the Celaeno heads nodded shortly after.

“You will all be blindfolded and searched before entering the tower,” continued Akino.

More nods followed.

Why are they agreeing to this now? What’s changed?

“And you will provide any extra materials needed by us to develop the battery freely?” said Akino.

That’s a new addition. Well played, Akino.

This time, there was a longer pause, but all heads followed the Betelgeuse’s lead and nodded.

“I’m glad that’s settled,” said the Betelgeuse. “The only remaining question is when will we be able to visit?”

The Mintaka considered the question with the weight it deserved. We’ve spent heartyears convincing them to see the eclipse without success, so we gave up trying. That’s why we worked on the replica dark telescope. But it will have to wait. We must stall the visit until after the last naming ritual in six heartmonths. It will also take time to prepare the tower. By that stage, the curse will come into effect, so to play it safe, we should request—

“Two heartyears,” said Akino. “I’m sure you can appreciate that a lot of time is required for us to prepare the tower for such an excursion. This should also provide ample time for your own preparations. I know it’s a fair amount of time, but to ensure no time is wasted, we will continue working on the battery. There’s still much to do if we’re to survive the eclipse.”

The Betelgeuse let a surprisingly warm smile show. “Good. Now with that out of the way, let’s move on to other business. I believe the Alnitak wanted to…”

The Mintaka lost track of the rest of the meeting as he could not believe what had transpired. They agreed to visit the dark telescope. After all these heartyears—all these generations!—we may finally be able to convince the other families to act.

The Mintaka let his eyes wander around the room as Akino squeezed his hand.

The feeling of success was frozen when the Mintaka looked back towards the Pleiades. They were laughing.






THE BETELGEUSE

Radiants moved with purpose throughout Maia Tower, leaving few places safe from the chaos. Butt within the Betelgeuse’s office there was silence.

One of the Maia advisors cleared her throat. “Is everything all right, Mother?”

The Betelgeuse never liked being addressed with that title, but it was a tradition too ingrained in the Maia family to remove. It seemed a cruel joke as she had been sterilised after becoming the Betelgeuse, in order to dedicate herself to all Maia with no biological lumens of her own.

The Betelgeuse had decided not to wear her eyepatch for this meeting. As with most radiants, her right eye was a deep emerald green; a pool of chlorophyll continually converting sunlight into nutrients. The same could not be said for what was once her left eye. Within this socket sat a pale white orb of flesh suspended in time, forbidden to rot.

“Yes, yes. Go on,” said the Betelgeuse with an unblinking eye.

“We must adjust our plans now that we’ve decided to visit Alcyone Tower.” The single bead of sweat above the advisor’s left eye betrayed her otherwise calm demeanour.

The Betelgeuse nodded in agreement, taking the time to consider her next move.

“Leave the preparations of the visit to me. We have two heartyears until that time, so let’s discuss what we should do with the Alcyone lumens.”

The advisors all nodded, and the one that had spoken took her seat at the table.

Another advisor continued the discussion. “If we continue the sunloss attempts against the lumens, the Alcyone family will remain on edge defending the attacks. This will only improve our standing and make them more malleable to our needs.”

A third advisor said, “True, but will this not delay their preparations? If they’re preoccupied with defending their offspring, they may not be able to host a visit in a timely manner.”

“The excursion is likely set after the daughter’s naming ritual,” said the previous advisor. “Is the tour more important than removing the daughter?”

The Betelgeuse tuned out the advisors as they discussed their options, closing her eyes whilst contemplating her next move.

I need the pure chrysium to uphold my end of the bargain, but I first need control of Alcyone Tower to access it. When the Alcyone realise they have no future, they’ll have to listen. But mapping the location of the chrysium is a useful contingency should we take a more direct approach in claiming the tower.

The scowl that crossed the Betelgeuse’s face silenced the advisors’ discussion. She had made a decision.

“Continue the sunloss attempts on the Alcyone lumens. If we cease altogether, they may grow suspicious. However, make them weak attempts so it does not preoccupy too much of their time and resources.” As the Betelgeuse spoke, her mood improved. “But don’t touch the daughter. We will still go ahead with the naming ritual plan.”






THE MINTAKA

The Mintaka paced before Akino’s desk. Their youngest son had received his name a heartday prior, but this was shadowed by thoughts of their daughter. She was nine and a half, but not a single heartday since her birth had been easy. He would feel better after she was named in six heartmonths.

“We need to continue planning for the upcoming visit of Alcyone Tower,” said Akino. “Our defences have been planned, but we still need to finalise the route our guests will take to reach the dark telescope. Once that’s established, we can begin restructuring the tower.”

The Mintaka closed his eyes in thought. “Alternate routes can be used to and from the study. We can even have the routes loop back on themselves. It’s best to assume the guests will record the routes, so let’s make them work for it. Do you have the latest plan?”

Akino grabbed a collection of papers from a nearby desk and placed them before the Mintaka. They studied the maps of Alcyone Tower and the marked routes.

Several heartminutes passed before the Mintaka broke the concentrated silence. “We still need to address the real question though: why now? Why are they—or rather, the Betelgeuse—willing to accept our demands after so many heartyears of rebuking them? What is she hoping to achieve? What’s changed?”

These were the questions that had plagued the thoughts of the Alcyone heads for the last heartweek.

Akino looked out to the horizon and sighed. “The Betelgeuse has wanted control of the Alcyone for heartyears, but I don’t know how she hopes to achieve it. It’s safe to assume she knows the age of our lumens and their naming rituals. Despite this, she didn’t request to move the trip before our daughter’s naming ritual, so our daughter mustn’t be her target. There must be another goal.”

The Mintaka nodded. “The Betelgeuse is ancient, and a trip to Alcyone Tower without guards is a serious risk. She will be a prime target for a new Betelgeuse to take her place. Time is just as important for her as it is for us to prepare accordingly. But if she’s not interested in our daughter, what is she really after?”

Akino concluded the Mintaka’s thought. “She must want our tower’s layout and the location of the next generation of Alcyone radiants.”

The Alcyone heads returned their gazes to the maps and realised a key flaw in their planning. All the routes avoided the lumens’ nurseries. The Mintaka and Akino locked eyes as they realised the gravity of the situation. By avoiding the most secret rooms, they circled their exact locations.

Akino broke the nervous silence and said, “We must lead the guests through the nurseries and hidden rooms.”

Alcyone Tower was littered with secret rooms and pathways known only to the highest-ranking family members. These were commonly used to hide the lumens as they developed before their naming rituals. Although sneaking into the tower was not easy, the limited numbers of Alcyone meant the real defence lay in the tower schematics. With these, an assassin could travel the halls and strike.

The Mintaka’s heavy head nodded slowly before returning to the problem at hand. “We will need to be cautious choosing the rooms. We should also make use of the shifting platforms. It may also be best to split the guests so they cannot easily confirm their routes. And let’s assume there will be an assassination attempt during the visit. Either an attempt on our lumens or on one of the visitors.”

The Mintaka and Akino continued discussing for many hearthours, finalising their strategy, but he could not shake the feeling something was missing. What is the Betelgeuse after? If she’s willing to attend the tower without guards, sight, or weapons, to what lengths will she go to get what she wants?






ADHAM

Adham entered Alcyone Tower and was approached by the Alcyone owlsmith.

“Do you have time to talk?”

Adham froze despite his attempt to look at ease. “Yes, of course.”

“Good. Follow me.” The monotonous voice of the owlsmith betrayed no emotion or motive as they turned and walked down an adjacent corridor.

The owlsmith led Adham through the labyrinth of Alcyone Tower to places Adham had never known existed. They made Adham wait before a darkened corridor as the owlsmith moved through the darkness. The echo of their pattering feet faded as the heartminutes stretched on. When Adham thought he could take no more, the spiral staircase revealed itself under illuminating light. He took a deep breath and started down. When he caught up with the owlsmith, the pair continued their descent. Adham thought they were deep enough to touch Orion’s surface below.

The journey ended as abruptly as it had begun when the owlsmith took a final turn and halted before a door unlike any Adham had ever seen. Instead of the pure white doors of Thrinacia, this displayed a solid grey sheen. The door was completely flat except for a thin sheet in the centre that had symbols etched into it. He recalled a history book that described the enigmatic script of the owlsmiths written before him. He would love to be able to read it, but it was said to take a radiant several lifetimes to learn it in its entirety.

The owlsmith glided their hands over the untranslatable symbols that flashed green with each contact. The owlsmith moved with quick, practiced movements. When they were done, the large metal slate beeped before sliding left into the adjacent wall. The sudden movement of the door caused Adham to jump and let out a short yelp.

Within the room was nothing but complete darkness. Where the door had stood moments prior was a wall of black shadow.

Adham almost tripped over his feet as he scrambled to the wall behind him. He croaked with a gasp to produce a garbled moan.

The owlsmith reached inside, followed by a click. A burst of light shone from a hanging lamp in the centre of the ceiling, revealing the room within.

Adham relaxed, disappointed by his overreaction. He was surprised by the high level of security to hide such an ordinary room.

As Adham scanned the room, he quickly rescinded his last thought. Against the right wall was a shelf that contained a collection of books. He had to control himself from leaping for the treasures, so he instead focused on the remainder of the room.

Unlike the bare white walls of the tower, these walls were decorated with furniture and oddments. Below the central lamp was a round table surrounded by three chairs. Against the back wall was a shelf adorned with perplexing ancient trinkets.

To the left was a bed with pillows and a small table where another lamp rested without light. Despite knowing owlsmiths could survive in darkness, Adham was uncomfortable thinking how they would do so voluntarily.

The walls were decorated with images of various locations, radiants, and more. What struck Adham was how each piece of art seemed to be alive.

“Please, come in,” said the owlsmith. “Feel free to look around.”

The initial apprehension melted away as Adham’s curiosity empowered him to set foot in the room.

The owlsmith silently took a seat and watched Adham revel in his exploration.

Adham was drawn to the wall of trinkets. A hemisphere of mirrors slowly turned and reflected patches of light across the room. The unpredictable movements made it hard to look away.

The lights brought back memories of when Adham first discovered the joys of reading. When he first realised words could transport him to worlds he had never dreamed of. When he understood there were enough books in the world to satiate several lifetimes. He had to shake his head free from the captivating display to bring his mind back to the present.

Adham moved on to the books. He let the words carry him away, and was so deep in thought, twenty heartminutes passed without him realising. He quickly returned the books to their shelf and took a seat opposite the owlsmith at the table.

“I’m sorry for getting distracted. There’s just so much here!” said Adham through exasperated breaths.

“That’s fine. I’m glad you enjoyed yourself.”

Adham sensed happiness behind the owlsmith’s monotonous words.

A short silence followed, as if the owlsmith was deep in thought.

“How is A—” The owlsmith halted their words before they could say more. They jerked their head away from the table, looking to their side.

Were they about to say Aruni? Do they know of our secret nickname?

Adham froze as a sudden chill sunk deep into his bones. The owlsmith seemed just as uncomfortable, and the realisation only deepened his own unease.

The silence continued as sweat pierced Adham’s armpits. The owlsmith was still looking away from the table, deep in thought. Adham could only guess what they were thinking and whether he was going to be punished for giving a name before the ritual.

After several heartminutes, the owlsmith emitted their unvarying voice. “How is the lumen?”

No name, only lumen. Was it a warning the first time? Or did they misspeak?

Adham controlled his emotions before saying, “She is progressing well. Her heartbeat reading is improving, and she has a healthy eagerness to learn.”

The owlsmith nodded absentmindedly.

Adham shuffled in his seat. “After teaching her for over seven years, I still don’t understand. Why did I need to replace you as her teacher?”

This time the owlsmith turned their head to face Adham directly across the table. Their demeanour had changed—no longer slouching but sitting at attention.

“I was getting too close to the lumen, and it needed to cease.”

The unwavering voice of the owlsmith made it impossible to decipher any hidden meanings behind their words.

The owlsmith remained unmoving for several heartseconds before saying, “I know you two care for each other, but please heed my advice: don’t get too close to the lumen.”

Adham bowed his head.

The owlsmith shot up from their stool, causing Adham to almost flip over the back of his own. In the short period it took Adham to regain his balance, the owlsmith had paced to a nearby shelf, retrieved a book, and returned to the table.

The owlsmith proffered the book to Adham. “I think you’ll enjoy this. It’s a hard read, but the reward is worth the effort.”

The sudden change in attitude had thrown Adham into a daze, yet he had enough coordination left to grasp the book and have a quick scan.

The book was ancient, with a faded leather cover and tattered pages. Adham opened the book only to discover he did not understand a single word within.

Holding the solid book calmed Adham’s nerves and rallied his remaining courage. “Thank you.”

“I’m sure you’ll make use of it, and I apologise if this meeting was uncomfortable. The only thing I ask is that you speak of it to no one. I will guide you back to Alcyone Tower.”

Adham nodded before leaving the owlsmith’s den. As the owlsmith left, they flicked the same switch as before, encapsulating their room in darkness before the door slid shut.
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THE BETELGEUSE

The Betelgeuse was alone in her office as she pored over the initial surveys of distant mines. They had discovered the bodies of three labourers who had gone missing two heartweeks earlier. They were last spotted heading towards the edge of sunlight but had suffered from sunloss, a common accident for those not prepared to face the wall of darkness.

The Betelgeuse gazed outside at the weather control devices atop the towers. Their sights were set far into the distance, to the very edges of sunlight. Without a telescope it was not possible to see the wall of darkness from this distance. She did not like to consider how far the reach of such technologies could go, particularly as the Alcyone held the knowledge to wield them. She was unnerved as she thought about the implications, and whether the Alcyone might be behind the deaths, let alone how they may achieve such feats.

She recalled her first trip to land 28 heartyears ago, when she first visited the veil of darkness at the edge of sunlight.

***

As customary, it was the Betelgeuse that would be the first radiant to touch Orion’s land when it became exposed to sunlight. She rode her skimmer off the edge of Thrinacia alongside five identical vehicles. They maintained their altitude and levitated as pressurised air propelled them towards the edge of Helios’s sunlight to the land of Orion.

The Betelgeuse had been planning the trip for the last five heartyears, terrified of not only the darkness she was heading towards, but also the Alcyone left behind in the light that may interfere with the excursion. She had brought her two formidable bodyguards—two mute, male labourers that had been selected for their fighting abilities and trained with the Solarists—to assist with the trip. She could only hope the decoys obscured her actions from the Alcyone, but she refrained from turning back in case she was being watched.

Far below the Betelgeuse, unbreaking waves oscillated across Orion as winds tugged for her attention. She turned to the horizon where the endless blue ocean blended with the sky above. After fifteen heartminutes, she rubbed her eye as the landscape was divided by a thin black line that streaked the horizon.

The wind ruffled the Betelgeuse’s feathers, but she remained warm in Helios’s sunlight. The decoy skimmers had since dispersed in different directions, whilst local fishing skimmers floated above the water where labourers worked. The further she travelled from Thrinacia, the barer the seascape became. Her skin crawled at the thought of being watched as she travelled towards the veil.

After another hearthour, the growing darkness blurred with the sky above. Its presence could not be questioned, as it covered a hand’s width of the horizon. The Betelgeuse nodded to a guard who then took control of the skimmer as it surged onwards. She stretched up her arms and turned back to face Thrinacia. She was enchanted by the view, overwhelmed with awe that suppressed her unease. It was the furthest she had even been from home and the first time to see Thrinacia from afar.

Helios’s sunlight cradled Thrinacia as it gleamed. The six cylindrical white towers that stood on the circumference glowed as they surrounded the spire with its black edge. The weather-control devices atop each tower ensured not a single cloud was present to impede the crucial sunlight. Not even the torn area where a seventh tower was once believed to reside could detract from the glamour.

The Betelgeuse reached for her spyglass and looked at the trio of watertowns that sparkled as their fluid structures rippled. Although the grandeur of the watertowns paled in comparison to Thrinacia, they were nevertheless phenomenal structures. Large bodies of water formed their own spires as sunlight traversed the water to feed each level of inhabitants. The weightless homes of the radiants basked freely under the light offering a sanctum untouched by darkness.

The Betelgeuse looked to the skies where two indomitable creatures flew defiantly above, basking in sunlight. The Keres were gargantuan quadrupeds with four wings and bodies so translucent they were said to be shadowless. They were even capable of surviving in darkness for heartyears at a time, if not indefinitely.

The fresh, untainted air filled the Betelgeuse’s lungs and made her feel weightless. Winds carrying salt skimmed across her feathers. She embraced the emotions as she developed a newfound appreciation of the world she had inherited and vowed to protect.

The Betelgeuse returned the spyglass and smiled. For the first time since claiming her title five heartyears ago, she was content. She basked in the scenery for the next fifteen heartminutes before the skimmer decelerated. She turned around to the driving guard to see why they had stopped, but the view of the veil was enough to halt her words.

Half of the sky was darkness, dispelling any warmth. In thirty heartminutes, the remaining sky would be claimed by shadows as the travellers approached the veil.

Helios’s light pierced the clear sky from above. The Betelgeuse looked up and imagined the chrysium that caged Helios save for the hole that brought light to Orion. The resulting shadow from Helios’s prison created the veil that enveloped her haven.

The Betelgeuse faced the horizon through her spyglass and searched for the peninsula first exposed by sunlight. The darkness from the veil merged with the shady blue ocean, obscuring any obvious protrusions on the homogeneous seascape.

Patches of white flickered on the horizon where waves broke against the edge of land. The emerging cliffs stood impenetrable against the eternal crashing waves. Chrysium encased the cliffs in a blackness that competed against the wall of shadow, concealing the land on the horizon.

The Betelgeuse’s breathing became erratic as she put away the spyglass with trembling hands. She reached into another pocket and pulled out a dark green pill. But it slipped through her fingers. Her legs were rigid with fear, so she reached for her pocket and clasped another pill before placing it on her tongue. Her mouth was dry, but she forced herself to swallow. After a few heartseconds, she was revitalised with a sense of calm as she focused on the energy pill. It would provide up to five heartminutes of energy that could be utilised in darkness. They were exceptionally useful for labourers traversing dark areas, yet she was also aware of their addictiveness. But she could not imagine encountering the veil without them.

The guard took a deep breath as he relaxed his grip on the controls.

The Betelgeuse moved the guard aside and took a deep breath. She reached for the controls and resumed their journey towards the outstretched land. Her eye focused on the destination long after the effect of the energy pill had dissipated.

As the trio sped closer to the surface, it became apparent that they needed a higher altitude. The Betelgeuse turned a dial on the skimmer that released water from a sealed side pouch to its core. The skimmer ascended until it was higher than the upcoming cliff before being levelled to maintain its altitude. Despite the ingenuity, she was worried by the thin pouch holding the essential water required for the skimmer to function. A perfect target if someone desired to interfere with this trip. If the pouch were damaged, it would be impossible to return home.

The skimmer slowed as it approached the edge of the cliff with the veil of darkness beyond. Nothing but blackness curved across the Betelgeuse’s vision. Her head spun as she craned her neck and followed the darkness stretching impossibly high. She looked down at the small piece of land exposed to sunlight, knowing an entire landscape lay off-limits to her. The void occupied her thoughts, leaving nothing but doubt.

One of the Betelgeuse’s guards grunted, reminding her she was not alone. She stopped the skimmer and rested above Orion’s surface past the cliff. She remained on the skimmer for several heartminutes, taking in the expanse of the wall of shadows. She had only ever known the endless sea, but now she was above solid land.

The Betelgeuse rallied what little courage remained and took the first step onto land. It was more anticlimactic than she had expected, but she was nonetheless proud. It was the first step onto land in twenty generations. She made it.

A pool of water stretched into the darkness. The Betelgeuse removed her glove and knelt to touch it. She gasped from the chill, but knew it would not last long under Helios’s gaze.

A weak light pulsed in the distance, followed by a muffled crash. The Betelgeuse rose sharply, annoyed by her loss of control. It was a whole other world shrouded in darkness occupying the same planet as her sanctum of light.

It was less than twenty metres from the skimmer to the veil, so it did not take the Betelgeuse long to be within arm’s reach of the curtain of darkness. She knew there were waves throwing themselves at the cliff below with a howling wind encouraging them on, but all her senses were engulfed as she gaped at the void before her.

With each exhale, vapour from the Betelgeuse’s breath reached out across the veil. A shiver ran up her spine and wings from the cooler temperature. She let the doubt leave her lungs as she forced a smile.

The Betelgeuse stared directly into the darkness and proclaimed, “Here I am!” A wave of accomplishment washed over her as she challenged the darkness forever surrounding her world—but this too fled when the voice—

***

There was a snap, and the Betelgeuse was brought back to the present. Her quill in her hand had splattered. Although she had been back since, this first meeting at the edge of darkness was not one she could easily forget. The records had been so nondescript, I didn’t believe them. But it was all true… I made contact, and the deal was struck. I had done everything required at the time, but hindsight is rarely in the reminiscer’s favour…

The Betelgeuse shook her head and brought her attention back to her work.
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