


 
 
Chapter 1: Masks 
“Your test begins now.” 
Ath winced as the words left the professor’s lips. The sharp buzz of his classmates’ 
anxiety had filled every inch of the room, invisible insects of stress and panic 
swarming the air and digging into his skin. While everyone else in the room had 
the luxury of only feeling their own terror, he had to fight through the terror of all 
25 of his classmates. Ath ran his fingers along the crystalline surface of the iok on 
the table, tracing the characters that read O’AWUR ATH--- STUDENT, LEVEL 3. 
Stamped under it was the logo of the University, which was just an image of the 
two suns overlain with the Veyek family seal. He tried and failed to gather enough 
of his attention to begin. Vague, dream-like impressions of what he had to do and 
how he had to do it came and went as quickly as smoke coming off of a candle.  In 
a highly effective and well-thought out move, he had spent so much time practicing 
last night that he was taking the test on three hours of sleep. The combined effort 
of blocking out the emotions surrounding him and merely staying conscious had 
reduced his thoughts to little more than wet static. He scanned his brain for the 
Yanobe characters he needed. For several fearful minutes, all he could find was 
more sleep-deprived mush.  
A shriek of pain from across the room cut through his mental haze as a thin wisp of 
smoke wafted over from a workstation in front of him. Ath’s eyes grew wide as the 
sensation of burns spread across his hands, even as his skin remained injury-free. 
He gritted his teeth and tried not to cry out. When he was close enough to others, 
he could feel the physical pain they experienced as well. As quickly as it came, the 
pain dissipated, as the actual burn victim used a healing sequence on himself. Ath 
flexed his fingers and turned his attention to the table in front of him. The pain had 
jolted him awake, at least. He closed his eyes and tried to imagine the Yanobe 
character he needed, tracing its shape on the table with his finger. Lines and 
vertices came together slowly and silently, the syllables at its center combining 
into the central elemental character deoza. Lightning. From there, he drew the 
exact specifications of the electric current he was to produce, weaving 
mathematical and scientific symbols into the central character. It was not nearly 
enough lightning to do any kind of damage, but more than enough to produce a 
visible electric field. 



Finally, he was ready.  
He took a deep breath, and focused on the subtle warmth of the ioza radiating from 
his iok. The small crystal was only the length of his palm, its five sides forming 
two pentagon-shaped pyramids on either of its ends. Ioza, the energy of creation, 
sat warmly in its molecules, organized neatly by the iok into patterns of hexagons 
and triangles that danced faintly around Ath’s vision. Now he had to rearrange the 
shape into physical matter 
He touched the iok softly. The iok recognized his attention, and its inside filled 
with soft lights against darkness, like the stars captured inside glass.  The feeling of 
ioza became sharp and burning, spreading from his iok through his arm, pooling 
into his fingers. He moved his finger, light trailing from it. He connected the lines 
of light from his finger to form the character he had just practiced, which hung in 
the air in front of him as if the air were made of paper. The character hung there for 
a moment before dissolving into the air. He quickly cupped his hands together on 
the table. His hands prickled for a minute, but no lightning came from them. 
He peered around the room. To his relief, it was not yet a room full of lightning, 
but was instead still just a room full of strained faces and misshapen Yanobe 
characters. Another barrage of his classmates’ nervousness rushed toward him as 
he stared at the backs of their heads, but he blocked it out by focusing on the 
smooth, cold surface of the table. He let out a sharp sigh and turned back to the 
task at hand. He must have written the character wrong. The student iok he was 
using would only accept precise characters that had been formed exactly to the 
professor’s specifications. Most commercial ioku allowed users to simply select 
pre-drawn characters stored in the ioku by Corporate sequencing masters, but 
Sequencing students are tested on their ability to draw them manually. Rather than 
attempt to do so ten different times for different versions of failure, Ath decided to 
do his way. 
Don’t just use the character, he thought in Izaya’s voice. You know you can do it 
differently. Think about what you’ve experienced. Make that experience into 
reality. 
The memory came to him so clearly, a vivid scene that expanded across the screen 
of his thoughts. It was five suns ago. He had been sitting on his porch, not really 
thinking about anything in particular. The air was steadily becoming warmer and 
heavier, like a bag being filled with lukewarm bathwater. The world smelled raw 
and wet as a low drone echoed through the hills to warn the residents of the 



scheduled storm. The rain came slowly at first, a soft tapping that easily blended 
into the background noise of the outside. The symphony of the storm quickly 
crescendoed, surpassing all other sounds as millions of liquid projectiles crashed 
against the roof of the porch. The rain swept over the hills methodically, the 
environmental sequences painting it over Level 831 in broad, even strokes. A fork 
of lightning slashed the sky in half, the clouds assaulting each other with jagged 
spears of white, bright power. That’s the feeling he was searching for. The hair on 
his arms stood up. A chill ran down his spine despite the humid air around him. He 
traced the character deoza again as the memory of thunder rolled across his mind, 
deep and echoing like rays of starlight under a black sky. His hands became hot, 
and the iok around his neck flashed. The ioza was more intense, more manic, since 
he had left out many of the scientific specifications. Istead, he used his own 
willpower to remain in control. His memory arranged the ioza coursing through his 
arms into electricity, while the character merely kept it focused into a beam under 
his control. The character melted from the air down into his hand like glistening 
water, and small arcs of electricity shot out from his fingers.  
“Excellent,” the teacher’s assistant said from behind him. “Not quite the 
specifications, but that’s a nice, even current. I’ll give you an 8/10. Stay in 
control.” 
 Smaller versions of the character deoza flashed into existence near his fingertips, 
as the iok now had it stored in its memory. The ioza flowing through Ath’s body 
was like an angry ocean tide being channeled into a singular river, and the 
character was the floodgate. He operated the floodgate’s controls with his 
imagination rather than science. Without Ath holding himself back, the lightning 
would look the same as the lightning in his memory, wild arcs of destructive 
power. When the power flowing to him through his iok became too hot, he focused 
on suppressing it, taking deep, even breaths while focused on the dark, silent 
spaces in his own body, where excess ioza could recycle back into the iok.  
Ath’s concentration was broken by a firm clap on the shoulder. Automatically, he 
shut his fist and ended the sequence before the lightning began to strike all over the 
room. He looked up to see that the hand belonged to his aunt Izaya, who had 
materialized next to him. 
“Ath,” Izaya whispered. She was wearing her curly black hair in a tight bun and 
was strapped in a smart, electric blue blazer with the logo of the Veyek 
Corporation fixed over her heart, telling him she had just come from her 



laboratory. She was grinning from ear to ear, her scarlet eyes swollen with lighting 
of their own.  
“Do you not see what’s going on in here?” Ath growled back. “I’m taking a test!” 
“It’s just Elemental Sequencing,” she said. “You can do that in your sleep. Come 
with me. I have to tell you something.” 
Ath rolled his eyes, but still smiled while he did so. He was relieved to get out of 
the room. He glanced back toward the teacher’s assistant. 
“You did fine,” the assistant said, who tried and failed to hide his fear as Izaya 
stared at him down. “Like I said, 8/10. You can go.”  
Izaya winked at the assistant and pulled Ath out the back exit to the outside. 
The air outside had cooled significantly now that the two suns had set. The 
campus’s mirror-glass buildings were washed in twinkling lights as their walls 
reflected the stars and passing sky-flyers above. If Ath really focused, he could see 
the thin lines of ioza twisting and flashing across the “sky” as illusion sequences 
made the levels of the Superstructure above, and the people living in them, 
invisible to those below. The quad was packed with other students hurrying to 
classes and professors strolling leisurely, their cylinder-shaped hats bobbing with 
each step. Ath followed Izaya as they weaved through the crowd toward the statue 
of Veyek in the center of the quad. The statue was hard to miss lately, as it was 
covered in advertising sequences that flashed text in both Skozara and Yan’koj. 
“STUDENTS OF VEYEK UNIVERSITY, VOTE VEYEK FOR QUADRANT 1 
REPRESENTATIVE!” the sequences screamed at him from unseen mouths. 
“BROUGHT TO YOU BY THE VEYEK CORPORATION! A BETTER SKOZAR 
FOR THOSE WHO EARN IT! HASANA’U DA’SESAL’DAVEYEK…” 
Waiting for them by the statue was Taln, Izaya’s research assistant. Taln was also 
hard to miss. He was two years older than Ath, already graduated with an 
internship in Experimental Sequencing. He was tall and broad-shouldered with 
short-cropped, smoke-colored hair, cloud-grey skin and brilliant, emerald-green 
eyes. 
“Hello, Professor Izaya,” Taln said. “Good to see you, Ath.”  
His T’Gaal accent made the Skozara words longer and elongated, like he was 
savoring every syllable. 
“Hi, Taln,” Ath said, smiling a little too hard. His face became hot as he locked 
eyes with Taln, so he quickly turned back to Izaya.  
“So what’s the news?” he asked her. 



Izaya grabbed both his hands. She radiated a powerful warmth that Ath absorbed, 
like freshly dried linens or the sun on the beach. She bit her lip and broke into 
another wide smile.  
“We had a big breakthrough today,” she said. “A big one. As in, we might finally 
be able to finish the project.” 
She laughed again, and Ath pulled his aunt into a tight hug. 
“Oh, Iz,” he said, burying his face into her frizzy hair. “That’s amazing.”  
“Uzalol the rest of your classes today,” she said. “I want to go celebrate!” 
Before he could say anything, she wrapped her arm through Ath’s and led him to 
the other side of the quad. They walked up the hill towards the residential area, 
Taln following close behind them.  
The leaves of jalaka trees lining the path to the residential area shook slightly in 
the breeze, creating a shimmering static of lapis blue and ebony black that 
surrounded them. The path was empty except for the three of them and a Civil 
Protection officer in his squarish black uniform, who marched toward them with 
his hands behind his back. The officer nodded politely at Ath and Izaya, but when 
he made eye contact with Taln, his shoulders tensed. Ath felt the man’s anxiety 
explode in his own stomach like a bomb, making him suddenly nauseous. The 
officer gripped the staff attached to his hip, a glowing iok fused to the end of it. 
Ath could see characters for stunning, maiming, and even killing begin to form 
around the officer’s hands as he approached them. 
“Hey! You!” he shouted  
“Huh?” Izaya said, her eyes narrowing. 
“Not you, ma’am,” the officer said. “Him.” 
The officer jabbed a finger at Taln, whose face was completely expressionless. 
“How can I help you, officer?” Taln said.  
“What are you doing in the residential area?” the officer said, his fingers dancing 
on the hilt of his iok-baton.  
“What authority do you have to be questioning him?” Izaya cut in. Her pleasant 
warmth was replaced with controlled apprehension. 
“I have all the authority I need to question a green-eyed zoto, ma’am,” the officer 
said sweetly. 
Ath had to physically keep his mouth from dropping as the slur left the officer’s 
lips. 



“Are you---” Ath began, but Izaya silenced him by discreetly sending hot sparks 
from her fingers to his skin. 
“My name is Taln Qruk, and I’m a research assistant at the University,” Taln said, 
his voice cool and pleasant. He gestured toward Izaya, moving his hands slowly 
and carefully. 
“This is my supervisor, Professor Oa’wur Izaya.” 
The police officer chuckled a bit, and pulled out his iok-baton. 
“I think you need to come with me,” the officer said, the glow from his iok 
highlighting his smile. 
“Tell me, are you paid by Federal Office of Civil Protection directly or by the 
Veyek Corporation?” Izaya said, stepping in front of Taln. 
The officer’s smile faded, though he still kept a tight grip on his iok-baton. 
“The Corporation,” he said. “ I work for a private contractor, although I have the 
power too--.” 
“Ah, I see,” Izaya said, cutting him off. “And since the Corporation owns the 
University, you’re accountable to the Chancellor of the University, correct? Since 
she serves as its Resident Executive Officer?” 
“Yes, ma’am, but---” 
“So in that case,” Izaya said. “I suggest you go find someone actually committing a 
crime before I have to ask the Chancellor to give your department a surprise 
performance review. I’m just coming back from her house, actually, but we can 
always go back and tell her you decided to ruin our evening meal by detaining my 
friend and colleague. What’s your ID number again?” 
The officer eyed Izaya up and down. He swung his eyes over to Taln. The officer’s 
desire for violence overpowered Ath, an almost feral feeling that made Ath want to 
start spewing sequences to rip flesh and crack bones. A conditioned, though weak, 
aversion to such thoughts broke through, and the officer walked away as if 
switched to auto-pilot. 
“Have a safe day,” he grunted. 
“What the uzal was that?!” Ath exclaimed after the officer had left earshot. He still 
had goosebumps on his skin as the last thoughts of violence left him. 
“He wasn’t stopping you, Ath,” Taln said kindly. “Don’t let it ruin your night.” 
“He wanted to kill you, Taln!”  
“Ath, don’t exaggerate,” Izaya snapped at him. 



Ath opened his mouth to respond, but bit his tongue before he could be tempted to 
explain how he knew what was going through the officer’s mind.  
They reached the top of the hill, and Ath looked out across Level 831 of 
Superstructure 09811. The University campus stood directly below them, lit-up 
glass cubes and tetrahedrons laid out in neat circles like artwork left by methodical 
giants. The twinkling lights of the houses and shops of other residential areas lay 
spread out across the rolling green hills, and in the far distance Ath could see the 
murky darkness of the clouds of smog beyond the transparent walls of the 
Superstructure. 
They climbed up the porch of Izaya and Ath’s house in silence. Izaya placed her 
hand on the house’s mirror-walls and the door melted into existence, the security 
sequences she wove herself recognizing her touch. They walked inside their little 
bubble, stepping over piles of papers and various disposable ioku. A university 
student living with a research professor did not create the cleanest environment. 
Their furnishings and possessions seemed to just be sitting in the middle of the 
suburban street, as the glass walls composing the house served as 
all-encompassing, one-way windows for those inside of it. The outside world had 
no idea what Ath and Izaya’s internal space looked like, however, and instead only 
saw their own reflection. 
Entering the kitchen, Ath pulled dola beans out of the blue refrigeration sequence 
hovering by the back wall, while Izaya took out dried Kirgashi beetles from the 
pantry. Izaya drew a Yanobe character with light trailing from her pointer finger 
into the air with her free hand, her iok glowing while she did so. Unlike his student 
iok, Izaya’s was “unlocked,” meaning it could perform any sequence she had 
programmed into herself. She drew the character with a few quick, casual strokes, 
the memory of the iok filling in the rest. The character dissolved into the air, and 
the beatles floated out of the jar and began to sizzle in an invisible bubble of heat 
that surrounded them.  
Meanwhile, Ath tended to the beans. 
Ath traced the character for “crush” into the air, slowly and carefully. The physical 
force he manifested hovered in the air as a bubble of bent, bulging space, and he 
placed the beans inside of it. The beans crushed themselves into a fine paste. He 
flicked his finger to drive the beans towards Izaya, where they entered her bubble 
of heat with the Kirgashi beatles. Taln sat at the counter of their kitchen, watching 
them intently as they cooked. Ath shifted from foot to foot, debating whether or not 



to offer for Taln a job to do. He said nothing, however, since their ioku were 
already taking care of the work. 
“How’s your request for an unlocked iok, Taln?” Ath asked instead. 
“The Chancellor of the University advocated on my behalf, but the Veyek 
Corporation still won’t grant me one,” Taln said. “I’m still stuck renting locked 
ioku from the University each month, unfortunately. 
Ath nodded sympathetically.  
“I think its ridiculous they’re making you wait so long,” Ath said. “I mean, you’re 
one of the smartest people I know. Plus you know more about ioku than anyone. 
Like, even if you were born in T’Gaal, you’ve lived here in the capital for like, ten 
years. They’re just being racist.” 
His words were coming out hard and fast. He loved hearing such smart words in 
his own voice. Taln smiled and nodded, but offered no further comment. Ath 
panicked for a moment, and tried to keep the conversation going. 
“I can’t believe that CP called you a z--- uh, what he called you. Maybe you should 
report him to the Chancellor.” 
“All that’ll do is create more paperwork with my name on it,” Taln said, his eyes 
alive but his voice flat. “That’s not what the Corporation wants to see when they’re 
reviewing my application for an unlocked iok.” 
Ath tried to think of something else to say, but Taln’s eyes had drifted away from 
Ath and towards the sizzling bubble of beatles and beans. 
Did I offend him? he thought anxiously. 
Temptation presented itself. He had never attempted to read Taln’s emotions 
intentionally before, and didn’t receive Taln’s feelings automatically like he did for 
most people. He knew some people were more guarded, and it was a  relief to Ath 
when they kept their emotions to themselves. It’s why he loved loved sending time 
around Taln; the air around him was quiet, so Ath could hear his own internal static 
for once. He desperately wanted to know what Taln was feeling right now, though. 
It was so rare he could talk to someone like Taln, someone whose every feeling did 
not jump out at him, someone who made him feel normal. He needed to make sure 
he hadn’t offended one of his few sources of refuge. He shouldn’t read Taln’s 
feelings, he knew he shouldn’t… 
And yet Ath looked at Taln for a minute, waiting for any kind of feeling to come 
scampering from over to him. He was expecting anger, or perhaps disgust.  



Instead, there was nothing. No emotions came to Ath. Taln was as quiet on the 
inside as he was on the outside.  
Taln quickly met his eyes. Ath quickly turned away. 
What if he just realized what I was doing? Ath thought, sweat forming on the back 
of his neck. I shouldn’t have been trying to read him. What if he knows I’m a--- 
“Food’s ready!” Izaya chirped, snapping Ath out of his anxious stupor.  
Izaya drew another character in the air, and three plates drifted out of the cabinets 
and lined themselves up on the counter. With a thrust of her hand, portions of the 
hot mixture of beans and beetles plopped themselves down on the plates. 
Ath and Izaya took their seats on either side of Taln. 
“So tell me about this breakthrough,” Ath said in between handfuls of the hot, 
savory goop. 
“Tell us about your day first,” Izaya insisted.  
Ath rolled his eyes. 
“Intro to Skozara History was fine. Advanced Modern Yan’koj was fine, although 
the teacher is from the Holy Dominion so her accent is really thick. 
Underdeveloped Civilization Studies was fine, fine, fine.  But who cares about my 
classes.” 
Izaya’s eagerness was pulling on Ath, urging him to shut up so she could share her 
happiness with him. 
“Like you said, they’re all jokes,” Ath said. “Tell me about your breakthrough.” 
Izaya clasped her hands together and smiled. Warmth exploded out from her again, 
her joy wrapping around Ath like a thick blanket.  
“Honestly, it came out of nowhere. We’ve had no progress on our project for the 
past three months, right? Absolutely nothing. Well, three weeks ago I got in 
contact with a group that’s… difficult to track down, to say the least. I had a theory 
that they would be absolutely critical to the project, and I was right, Ath. They 
have the information we need to finish, and I’m supposed to go meet one of them 
in the Holy Dominion in three days. I wouldn’t have been able to do any of it 
without Taln,” Izzy beamed. 
“Have you told the University yet?” Ath said. 
“I told the Chancellor right before I came to get you,” Izaya explained. 
“She said we’ll figure out what the next steps are after we get back from the Holy 
Dominion. Maybe after this meeting I can finally sleep,” she sighed, laying her 
head down on the table. 



“So what kind of information are you getting?” Ath asked. 
Izaya slowly and silently raised her head and looked at Ath. The warmth that had 
been spreading out from her all evening had ceased, being replaced by an 
emptiness, a void that sealed her away from him. She began to say something, but 
stopped herself. He knew something was supposed to be filling that void, 
something was reaching out to him, but Izaya was keeping it tightly tethered to her. 
So they sat, silence pouring out of the void between them.  
Ath rolled his eyes. 
“Ath, you know I can’t---” 
“Nevermind,” Ath said, turning his attention back to his beatles. “I’m just happy 
you guys got what you needed.” 
“Ath...” 
“I’ll clean up,” he said, taking her and Taln’s empty plates.  
Ath could feel her gazing at him, but he refused to meet her eyes.  
 He imagined what the plates had looked like before there had been food on them, 
and after a flash of light from his iok, the plates only contained his distorted 
reflection. He filed the plates away silently, not even realizing he had just used his 
power in front of them, pretending that Izaya and Taln weren’t staring at him. 
“Why don’t we go get some Ometala cake?” Izaya said, clapping her hands 
together.  
“I would love to, but I have to catch the last transport down to the lower levels,” 
Taln said. 
“Oh, just sleep here, Taln,” Izaya said. “We have to be back at work at first light 
anyway.” 
“Professor---” 
“We have a guest room for a reason, Taln! Besides, where are you going to find 
Ometala cake on the lower levels?” 
“Fair point.” 
“So, Ath, ready for some cake?” Another wild smile cut across her face. 
Ath listened to the air around her. There was no warmth behind this smile, only a 
hunger that dola beans and Kirgashi beetles couldn’t fill. It was a new feeling that 
had replaced the emptiness she exuded; it was a hot, urgent need for Ath to be right 
beside her, an anxious need that made Ath’s skin crawl and his stomach twist in 
knots. 



“That test kind of drained me, honestly,” Ath said. He kept his voice level and his 
face blank. He felt his own emotions tumbling about inside him, though he could 
not give these feelings names. He could tell they were his own and not those of 
others specifically because of the distance he felt from them, that distance giving 
them their anonymity. The emotions of others, brought to him by his power, were 
forced onto his skin and bones, cutting at his organs and grabbing his mind with an 
iron fist that made their names known. His own emotions were more like a storm 
locked inside a glass orb, chaos fully visible but separated by something 
impenetrable that kept their true identities and roots hidden, even from him. 
 “I think I’m just going to go to bed,” he said, desperate to escape Izaya’s guilt and 
his own uncertainty. 
Izaya’s shoulders sagged a bit. The weight of her disappointment pulled on his 
heart, demanding his mind to change. His mouth twitched, readying his lips to 
break out into a smile and spill gushing words about how excited he was for cake. 
“Let him rest, Izaya,” Taln said. “You forget how tiring those live-practice tests 
can be when you just start handling sequences.” 
Taln looked at him, nodding slowly and subtly.  
“Well, I feel like going out,” she said  with another false grin. “Let’s go, Taln.” 
Izaya sped-walked toward the front door. Taln briefly turned to Ath, locking eyes 
with him yet again. A chill of exhilaration shot down Ath’s spine. He almost took a 
step toward them, but instead crossed his arms and shook his head. Taln shrugged, 
and faded through the wall with Izaya. 
Alone in their darkened house once again, Ath climbed upstairs. 
 

*** 
A flicker of light burned through draining darkness. Ath lay in his bed, staring at 
the ceiling, as a psycho-sequence rolled through him. It was a clear, free-flowing 
stream of euphoria that filled his mind and the space between his nerves, making 
his body into a cloud and his thoughts into moisture. Cognition came to him as a 
slow, ghostly procession, their sharp edges dulled by the liquid numbness of the 
psycho-sequence.  
He loved psycho-sequences. It was rare that he could be alone with his own 
feelings, as most of his time was spent trying to fight against the feelings that 
radiated from others. It was easier to deal with the external emotions his powers 
transmitted to him; it was like physical pain. He had to just breath through it, wait 



for it to pass, and it always did. He had been fending off the feelings of others 
since as far back as he could remember. It was a battle he fought everyday, but he 
knew all the moves and countermoves, so it no longer bothered him. 
His own feelings, however, were another matter. 
While the emotions of others were clear and present, giving his body physical 
sensations that rang clear as day, his own emotions were less transparent. If the 
feelings he received as part of his power were the shining surface of a lake, his 
own emotions were the murky layer of sand and mud at the bottom, an obsidian 
weight that threatened to choke everything around him. When he did a 
psycho-sequence on himself, however, it was like someone had poured  gallons of 
freshwater into the pond. The murk was still there, but it flowed a bit better. There 
was more space between his thoughts and feelings, though they remained a 
mystery to him. He didn’t want to know them. He just wanted to make the weight, 
the murk, go away.  
Tonight, however, thoughts of Izaya and Taln fought to expose themselves to the 
spotlight of his attention, and he could no longer fight off the unpleasantness 
clawing its way out from inside him. He reached into his drawer and pulled out a 
small Stream iok. His eyebrows twitched in slight irritation, as he knew that doing 
the sequence to enter the Stream manually with his own student iok would be good 
practice; but he was tired, and his brain craved the kind of stimulation which he 
only had to give the bare minimum of his attention. 
He brushed his fingers over the Stream iok, a little crystal cube no bigger than his 
thumb. It recognized his touch and began to hum with ioza. Yanobe characters 
began to draw themselves in the air around Ath’s hands as the sequences contained 
in the Stream iok self-activated. The characters exploded into showers of sparkling 
lights, which swarmed Ath’s eyes and completely obscured his vision. A chill ran 
down his spine as he was immersed in the swarm of flashing, popping colors 
around him. When his vision cleared, he stood in the Stream.  
Pale blue light surrounded him, stretching endlessly into the horizon. Below him 
was a mirror, so when he looked down, he saw only himself looking back in return. 
He studied his iron-colored skin, his red Skozara eyes, and his thick strands of 
yellow hair, running his fingers through it without thinking of anything in 
particular. He was of average height and average weight for a 19 year old Skozara 
man. His jaw was firm but not squared, and his nose was sharp without being 
pointed. The Stream was strange; he almost felt like himself, but he knew 



something was different. He knew the body he inhabited was not his physical 
body, but a temporary construction housed within a realm of ioza maintained by 
every other Stream iok. The result was feeling like his eyes and skin had been 
replaced with absorbent glass, while the sounds and sights around him had been 
stripped of the weight and depth of reality. This dissociation made his features 
warp and alter in the mirror below him, twisting and contorting to become ugly. He 
snapped himself out of it, and waved his hand to summon the Stream Master. The 
space in front of him shimmered, and a wide, smiling mouth cut itself into 
existence. It ran its rainbow tongue over sparkling white teeth and neon blue lips, 
its grin never ceasing. 
“Oa’Wur Ath,” it intoned. “Welcome to the Stream. I see you subscribe through 
the Veyek Corporation! A wise and affordable choice. How may I assist you?” 
“Floodplain.” 
The mouth smiled even harder and the space around them began to shake violently, 
the periwinkle air vibrating like heat coming out of a cooking sequence.  
The mouth shimmered out of existence, and thousands of different colors and 
sounds began to rapidly seep out of nothingness. Flashing lights and piercing tones 
exploded all around him, coalescing into shapes and speech, then finally into 
Stream-Memories, the 3D representations of information that called the Floodplain 
home. The Floodplain was the public meeting point for every mind placed in the 
Stream, which meant infinite possibilities for amusement. 
The first to come to him were the advertisements, as usual. Tall, strong Skozara 
men surrounded by scantily-clad foreign women ran toward him, carrying different 
single-use ioku.  
“ARE YOU TIRED OF THE SAME OLD THING?” one of the women screamed 
at him. 
Some of the ioku they were selling contained sequences for entertainment, others 
for beauty, all of them tailored exactly to him. One of the men, tall and fit with a 
sharp chin, wanted him to buy a sequence to tone his arms and legs, since he 
“looked a little thin.” Another wanted to bring him to a new Stream Simulation, 
one with thousands of people so he “didn’t have to be alone in his house anymore.” 
The ghostly, beautiful merchants whispered to him as they passed him, telling him 
they loved him, they cared about him, that they only wanted to see him be his best 
self. Their words meant nothing to Ath, however, since he felt their emptiness. 
Normally, when people spoke to him, he could get an impression of the feelings 



behind it, whispers of their psyche that danced on his insides and teased his brain. 
Even the most guarded psyches, like Taln’s, had some kind of weight that he felt, 
even if he felt no actual emotions. He knew they were alive, at least. These things, 
these sequences, had no feelings coming from them. They were simply 
constructions of light made to look pretty and say sweet words, but Ath said 
nothing in response to their pleas for his credits, their bodies fading away as he 
walked past them. When he had left the advertising section, the news came next. 
He didn’t necessarily pay attention to what was going on, but he liked walking 
through this section simply to see the complexity of the world outside the mundane 
minutiae of university life. The first scene began. Refugees from some broken 
country in the West marched past in neat lines away from small homes ruined by 
strong battle sequences as a soft, solemn voice narrated the memory sequence. 
“Mass violence continued in the Zdwaz river valley as the Council of Nations 
failed to find a resolution to yet another chaotic conflict between…” 
The newly-homeless people trudged past him silently, their bodies ghostly and 
half-formed. Their faces were expressionless and none of them even knew Ath was 
watching someone’s memory of them, some even passing through his body like a 
wind chill.   With so much pain and misery in their eyes, their sorrow should have 
overwhelmed him like the emotions of others did in the real world. In the 
Floodplain, however, all Ath could do was watch them, an invisible observer to the 
darkest days of so many people. Even with strong ioza, he could not reach out to 
them, speak to them, since all of this had already happened. It was his guiltiest of 
pleasures, to be surrounded by so much emotion but not have to feel any of it. He 
relished the stimulation and numbness, and how in the Stream he could have both. 
The scene was replaced by fabulously bright, white light shining from behind 
elegant columns. He was in the Grand Estate, the office of the President of the 
Skozara Federation. The President was standing on a balcony overlooking the 
capital, waving and making grand gestures with his hands. 
“...In his speech to the Board of Legislators, the President said he was confident 
that the nation’s supply of ioku would remain stable for the coming year, thanks to 
new trade agreements negotiated by several Corporations. The prices of locked 
ioku are expected to rise to as much as 100 Skozara credits per...” 
In the distance, beyond the shimmering facade of the memory, the avatars of other 
Stream users congregated in small groups. Usually, two or three people would be 
standing in front of an assembled crowd, a politician or a journalist making their 



own commentary on the news of the day being played out in the Stream. The 
assembled avatars shouted and raised their fists in agreement. Sometimes, the 
leaders would point to another group, their nostrils flaring and their veins bulging. 
The enraged crowd of avatars would rush toward their enemies, who would 
respond with equally vicious fists and words. The pain was not physical, but in the 
Stream they felt it, clutching wounds that the ioza simulated in their minds. 
Ath rolled his eyes at the politics, and continued walking through the Floodplain, 
reaching his Personal Section. Ath watched as his childhood friends on vacation 
from other universities roamed the beaches of Ozab and hiked the T’Gaal 
Mountains. The memories from their recent adventures came skipping past him, 
and he ran and laughed with them like he was really there, dancing and joking with 
the ghosts of their reminiscence. When his friends had gone to find others to share 
their memory with, he did the same with strangers who shared their memories 
publically. He watched the familiar yet distinct lives of students in other Skozara 
universities with a casual interest, and got more obscure from there. He hooted as 
drunk bar patrons ripped themselves to shreds with battle sequences in Kujar, and 
starred in wonder at the endless trees of the Great Western Forest. When he 
emerged from their shadowy trunks, he found himself in the midst of memories of 
different people around the world, some celebrities worth billions of credits and 
some just random people from any backwater city, doing and saying ridiculous 
things, commenting on the day to day oddities of life. Others, constructed 
representations rather then memories of real people, did even more absurd things 
as master Floodplain comedians pulled their strings from somewhere unseen and 
unknown, making people and objects seem ridiculous just for existing. His sense of 
time faded as he basked in the shiny nonsense of the Floodplain. His thoughts were 
on nothing except the brilliant, colorful world of absurdity in front of him, and he 
loved every minute of it. In the midst of his ecstasy, however, new feelings broke 
through.  
Ferocity. 
Guilt. 
Sadness.  
These feelings were foreign invaders, and there was only one explanation. 
Izaya and Taln must be back, he thought apathetically. 
He rolled his eyes. He figured he should go down and talk to them, but he had no 
real interest. He didn’t want to feel Izaya’s guilt upon returning to her messy, dark 



house and watch her hide it behind a smile. He didn’t want to feel a million 
different things at once when he looked at Taln, knowing he would receive no 
feelings in return. Still, though, he wanted some cake.  
He traced the sequences to exit the Stream, and after a flash of light, he found 
himself back on his bed, his body never having moved but his mind needing a 
minute to settle back into his skull. He swung his legs off the side of his bed and 
shuffled over to his door, preparing to call out to them. He bit his tongue, however, 
when he heard Taln’s voice from below. 
“The fact is, Izaya, we don’t know who we can trust,” Taln said, his tone hard. 
“Keep your voice down,” Izaya hissed back. “Ath is probably still awake.” 
Ath dug his nails into his hands, and moved closer to the stairs.  
“I think I made the right move, Taln. Veyek has his own agenda, and I legitimately 
don’t feel safe going on one of his transports, or using his resources once we get to 
Yanuketesal. Saying no to him was the right move.” 
“Using the Chancellor’s transport is just as risky, Izaya,” Taln said. “Veyek 
technically owns that, too.” 
“He owns everything and everyone,” Izaya grumbled. 
“Not everyone,” Taln said, a new urgency blossoming in his voice. “That’s why we 
have to follow the Chancellor’s advice let them help us.” 
“Taln!” 
All Ath could hear was his own heart racing, as Taln waited several minutes to 
respond. 
“Izaya, they know how to move people between countries,” Taln said. “When we 
meet with the hasana hanokawakol, they can help us share what we know with the 
rest of the world before Veyek gets involved. This is why they sent you here to 
begin with! Put your feelings aside for a minute and look at this rationally. It’s our 
best move.” 
“What was that?” Izaya said, breaking Ath out of his own mind. 
Ath listened carefully for Taln’s response. What he got instead was the thunderous 
shatter of one of the walls of their house exploding into flying shards of glass, 
followed by muffled cries of pain from Taln and Izaya. 
Without thinking, Ath leapt down the stairs two at a time.  
On one side of the living room, where the front wall of the house used to be, three 
figures stood with their hands thrusted forward amid a sea of glass shards. The 
three figures wore skin tight black bodysuits, their only distinguishing features 



white masks with rectangular eye-holes and glowing red ioku fixed to their chests. 
Columns of fire exploded out from their palms, the freshly drawn characters of 
battle sequences hovering by their fingertips. 
On the other side of the room stood Izaya, who held her palms out with characters 
of defense sequences she had designed herself on her palms.  A wall of brilliant 
golden light hovered in front of her and Taln, protecting them from the flames. 
Taln stood behind her, not cowering, but facing the attackers as though he had his 
own iok to fight back with.  Taln’s face was pained and sweat gathered on his brow 
as he clutched his blood-soaked arm, while Izaya looked at the masked invaders 
with nothing but murder in her eyes as their flames struck her wall of light. She 
couldn’t hold it much longer. 
“Izaya! Taln!” Ath cried. He tried to move, do a sequence, do something, but his 
entire body had gone numb.  
Izaya looked at him, her eyes panicked and feral. 
“RUN!” she screamed. 
 The wall of light around her and Taln broke and shattered into a cloud of golden 
dust. Three columns of fire rushed towards them. 
Time snapped in half. The flame moved at a snail’s pace, inching its way toward 
Izaya and Taln. The scream that came from Ath was a geyser erupting in slow 
motion, building from the pit of his stomach and filling the room.  
Izaya was going to die. He was going to watch her die. 
“NO!” he shrieked. 
As the flames got within inches of her, Ath thrusted his arms out. His mind was 
empty of everything except pure fear, a wave of adrenaline that hijacked his body. 
His iok burst with flashing color from around his neck. A sphere of blazing white 
light appeared out of thin air in front of Izaya and Taln, intercepting the flames. 
The sphere turned orange as it absorbed the fire, and seizing the moment, Izaya 
thrust her hands towards the masks, sending Ath’s ball of wild, unsequenced ioza 
towards the attackers. Two of them lept out of the way, but one was not so lucky. 
The sphere exploded over him and in an instant his body was consumed by fire. 
When the light faded, all that remained was a pile of ash and the attacker’s 
shattered iok.  
As the other two regained their footing, Izaya was relentless. She drew Yanobe 
characters faster then Ath could follow. Here, one of the iok’s most amazing 
abilities became apparent: its memory.  The unlocked ioku of experienced 



sequencers like Izaya could conjure immensely complex characters in merely a few 
strokes after burning they had been written into the iok’s memory enough times. 
Sometimes, it was even able to predict what character Izaya would draw next based 
on the ones she had used before, making the characters appear at her fingers before 
she even lifted them.  Characters and their corresponding sequences flashed into 
existence at the wave of her hands and twisting of her fingers, sending bolts of 
energy and clouds of toxic-looking mist towards the masks. The masks managed to 
avoid most of her attacks by throwing up their own defensive sequences, but Izaya 
kept them off-balance, so they had no way to counter. Taln stood against the wall 
behind her, his eyes closed, mouthing to himself with his arms outstretched. He 
suddenly slammed his fist into his hand, crying out as he did so. Above the masked 
attackers, a portal of blue and white cut itself into the air above them, and a stream 
of sharp-beaked birds poured out from it. Ath blinked several times and tried to 
wake himself up, as Taln sequencing without an iok was theoretically impossible.  
As the masked men battled the feral, white-eyed creatures coming from Taln’s 
portal, Izaya inched closer and closer to them, her hands eventually connecting 
with theirs as they abandoned sequences and fought with ioza-charged fists. Waves 
of destructive power tore through the walls and furniture like great snakes made of 
light as Izaya and her attackers battled for the upper hand. It was sequencing unlike 
anything Ath had seen in the classroom, chaotic and abstract.  
Someone was going to die. 
Ath ran down the stairs trying to think of a sequence, anything he could do to save 
his aunt. He had to save her. He had to. He started to trace a character, but an 
immense pain consumed his arm. The characters sealed into his iok were stretching 
down his arm, digging into his skin with tendrils of black light. His student iok, 
locked and sealed by the Corporation, was strictly forbidden from performing 
dangerous sequences outside the classroom. 
“Stay back!” Taln shouted.  
Ath struggled, but Taln’s grip was iron tight.  
“I have to help her!” Ath screamed. 
Izaya and the two masks continued to duel. The side of the living room they stood 
on had been littered with dead birds, burnt, flooded, sanded, and demolished from 
the sequences. One of the masks maintained a shield around himself and his 
partner while the other made wild Kirgashi hand-signs, weaving an especially 
powerful sequence. Izaya sent a ball of fire toward the one raising the shield, and 



managed to angle it so it knocked him off his balance, leaving portions of both 
their bodies exposed and burned. Before the other one could finish his sequence, 
Izaya drew a character Ath didn’t recognize. Her body turned to smoke and an 
unseen wind blew her away. A moment later, she re-materialized behind the 
masked mens’ shield and drew another character, this one sending a stream of 
rippling air through both of their chests. Blood flew out from their mouths and eyes 
as her killing sequence tore through their bodies. 
Ath vomited on the carpet, beetles and beans spilling out from his mouth. He felt 
Taln pull him towards their shattered living room wall. Izaya was trying to shout 
something at him. His legs pumped as fast as they could, his labored breathing 
forming a harmony with Izaya and Taln as they ran next to him. The ground below 
his feet lifted and crashed down like waves on the sea, and the stars above him 
began to spin. He ran and ran until he felt his legs disconnect from the ground and 
his body take to the air. As his head embraced the solid rock of the footpath below 
him, he fell into a deep darkness.  
 


