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ProloguePrologueProloguePrologue    

 

 

One night when I was hungry, I met a red-haired man at the edge of a soybean field. He gave me bread to 

eat and told me the story of who he was.  

 “But first,” he explained, “You need to know the story of the sad king.” 

“Why a sad king?” I asked. 

“Unfortunately, we have to begin with sadness. I promise you, though, we will not end there.” 

“If you promise me, then I will listen.” 

“This is the story as it was told to me. This is part of my story, and your story, too.” He pointed to the 

beautiful lady and the thin boy nearby. “And it is their story. It is the story that begins with a sad king.” 

Once there was a king who loved his queen. It was a rich, glowing type of love. You know, the kind where 

you almost can’t look at the two of them because you know you are watching something holy and intimate. Such 

was their love that it made the city that they ruled a beautiful place, and the people that they ruled over were 

beautiful within in it. 

There was a magical thing in this city; a well that had no bottom and pulled up water from the secret places 

where the mountains dig down with their roots. The water was said to impart a certain knowledge to all who drank 

from it. Those who had this knowledge were fine-tuned to sense the emotions of those around them; this ability 

allowed them to issue forth healing with their hands and their voices. The city built a house around the mouth of the 

well, and all newborn babies were given a drink of the cool water within their first few days.  

The people created a magnificent place, there in the crags of the mountains. They built white towers and 

pinnacles that rose up from the boulder fields and aspen groves and shimmered like the diamonds of a left-hand ring. 

They had a love that was as fierce as the land around them. They loved to learn, to feast, to dance, to create, but 

most of all, they loved love itself.  

There came a spring day when the queen and her babies were playing at the edge of the river, taking care to 

keep to the shallow places where the glacial melt did not rage and rush. The littlest one, a sprightly girl with inkspot 

curls and eyes the color of the ocean followed the path of some curious flying thing and tumbled into the current 

headlong. Few people, if they are not mothers or fathers themselves, understand the ferocity that accompanies such a 

role. The queen had three children; she knew this feeling well. Before anyone had the sense to understand what was 

happening, she had thrown herself in after the child.  

The attendants gathered their wits and staged a rescue of the two. The queen being the stronger swimmer, 

they reached her first and took hold of her arms. 

She would have none of it.  

“My girl!” She begged. “Save my girl, you fools!” And because she was the queen, they had no choice but 

to obey her and focus their efforts on the baby. 

The girl was pulled from the current, waterlogged and badly frightened, but otherwise very much alive. 

The queen had drifted far downstream by then, beyond the sight and aid of the crowd on the banks.  

Her body was never found. They say that she rode the river for many miles and eventually washed out to 

sea, and that is why the ocean writhes with never-ending sadness.  

Because she had no final place of rest, the entire city became a memorial to her passing. The people wore 

the cumbersome garment of their mourning for many days. Flowers closed their petals tight against the sadness. The 

sun hid his face from the crying. The chagrined river dwindled down to a trickle as if to atone for its terrible deed.  

The little girl pulled from the rapids was never allowed to forget that she lived because the queen did not. 

Her existence became defined by a guilt that could never be relieved.  

Such a guilt festers until it grows into a black hole that devours light and air and matter. 

And the king?  



~ 2 ~ 

 

First, he denied her death. 

“Stop your crying, children! She will come back, any day now.” He would say as he walked the halls of the 

castle. “She was a fine swimmer; I’m sure she’s just enjoying the summer in the country.” Or, “She had always 

wanted to visit the sea. Perhaps we will join her in the fall.” 

When she failed to return, he grew dark with anger. He became a cyclone that left a wake of broken 

furniture, shattered windows, and ringing ears wherever he went. The city walked on eggshells for months and the 

daughter who lived was sent away for her own safety. 

The anger shifted and sharpened itself as the king attempted to make a bargain with death. 

“If only I had been there when it happened!” 

“If the attendants had just done their job and saved her!” 

“If the child had been more careful!” 

But we all know that no amount of bargaining will bring back the things that we have lost. 

Finally, the king fell into a long, dusky depression. Or, perhaps more accurately, he threw himself into the 

yawning chasms that sadness cracks open in our hearts, and there he rolled and tossed and folded into his grief. It 

burned in his throat and tracked salty, stinging trails around his eyes until they were too swollen to greet the bitter 

daybreak. It was a moan that could not be voiced, a cry that shuddered in his lungs, and the perennial visitor that he 

could not rid himself of. 

This went on for months. Outside, the people whispered in the streets and the white buildings crumbled 

under the long reign of sorrow.  

On a cold night, in that terrible place of exhaustion beyond the aid of sleep, the king decided that one thing 

and one thing alone had brought on this nightmare: emotion. His wife’s love for their daughter had been her demise, 

and the king’s own inconsolable grief was wreaking havoc on the city.  

“I must stop it.” He muttered, repeating the words until they a mantra of sorts and eventually grew to be his 

sole purpose for continuing with life. He reached deep into his heart and tried as he could to stop the emotions that 

beat against his chest with bruised and frantic wings. But you know, and I know, that no such thing is possible. One 

can never fully shut down the process – physical, mental, and emotional – of feeling. Grieving and celebrating, 

despair and joy; all of these things are woven into the fabric of what we are.  

So the king set off into the night and sought out a pathway seldom taken that lead up into the mountain 

passes, clinging to an agonized hope. He was following a myth; the tale of a man who practiced such arts that could 

alter the human will, mind, and emotions. A sorcerer who had long ago left the brightness of the city to hide away 

with his dark spells and potions and was only now spoken of in fearful whispers by young children.  No one knew 

for sure if he even existed.  

Higher into the mountains the king stumbled. His mind had tricked him into believing that relief from this 

burden of feeling was within reach if only he could find the sorcerer.  

“I can fix this.” He told himself as the rocks banged against his shins and the coarse branches of the 

timberline brushed his face. “I can fix this.” 

He must find the man. He must make things right once more. For himself . For the kingdom. He must never 

again feel the unending, gnawing ache of grief that had become his waking nightmare. .. 

Just when the sheer force of his emotions threatened to overwhelm him, he pitched forward into a clearing. 

There stood a crumbling shack, with a lone light burning in the window. 
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Part One: BirthPart One: BirthPart One: BirthPart One: Birth    
 

But you can't start. Only a baby can start. You and me - why, we're all that's been. The anger of a moment, 

the thousand pictures, that's us. This land, this red land, is us; and the flood years and the dust years and the 

drought years are us. We can't start again. 

 

- John Steinbeck 
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01. 01. 01. 01. A Boy A Boy A Boy A Boy wwwwith Dreamsith Dreamsith Dreamsith Dreams 

 

 

There was no sense to be found in dreams. 

Noa Ryvverson expected one simple thing out of life: that it should make sense. Therefore, he thought it 

was unfortunate to find himself shoved backwards through all five stages of sleep at approximately 5:24am on the 

5
th

 day of June in his 26
th

 year.  

It wouldn’t be fair to say that he was entirely unprepared for the first sensation transmitted throughout his 

brain by the chatter of his neurons. He and this reaction were well acquainted.   

Years of similar mornings had marked pathways in his mind and taught him how to respond to this 

idiosyncratic way of re-entering the waking world. Four deep breaths. In through his nose. Down through his 

diaphragm. Expanding in his lungs. Moving oxygen through his veins. Back out through the mouth. Repeat three 

more times. And then he was here once again, and here that was in his own bed in the attic where he lived, with the 

long row of windows facing west across a city that had yet to begin its circadian rhythm. Here was the promise of 

daybreak just on the edge of being fulfilled. Here was a pair of freckled hands that were slowly releasing their grip 

on the corner of his sheets.  

Somewhere out in the grey pre-dawn, a clock named Chronos was chiming. 

What remained of his adrenaline slunk away with the last exhale as he turned an ear to the sound. It was a 

perennial thing, constant, reliable. Time made sense. It moved forward with ease and never bothered to look back on 

the days it left behind. The chime, bottomless in tone and polite in volume, confirmed that it was indeed 5:30am. 

This was something that Noa had already guessed. He read the slant of the shadows on the white buildings and his 

seven pieces of furniture the way that some people might read a book. Although there was satisfaction in being right, 

it did remind him that his recommended eight hours of rest had been cut short by forty-five minutes, and sleep 

deprivation wasn't good for his mental or physical well-being.  

Noa reached for the small bottle on his nightstand and skimmed the text: “Take two capsules one hour prior 

to sleeping, with water to ensure a night of undisturbed rest”.  

He sat up and rested his elbows on his knees, rubbing his left ear as he lapsed into thought. There was an 

unassuming, half-circle of tissue missing from his upper cartilage that he often rubbed between his thumb and index 

finger. Something about the familiar texture of it helped him to focus. He was debating whether or not to report back 

to the physician he had been seeing for the past several weeks, since the problem had started affecting his ability to 

sleep. He knew from his own research that the most recent dosage was one of the strongest prescriptions available 

for his symptoms. It served to reason that an eight-hour stint of rest shouldn’t be much to ask. 

To add insult to injury, the capsules had also given him a headache. 

No, this was definitely not good for him. 

Sleep withholding itself, he pushed back his blankets and stretched. He often found that the best remedy for 

that which didn’t make sense was to move forward with something predictable, and going through his morning 

routine seemed a good way to do this. He ate his breakfast portion. He showered. He straightened his apartment. 

Finally, he tucked his helmet under one arm and slung his satchel over his shoulders with the other, allowing the 

door to click behind him like a well-placed period at the end of a sentence. He had made a game of his extra forty-

five minutes, spreading the time out over the morning so that there would be no standing around and counting 

wasted seconds. The result was that most of the tension had left his muscles as he tossed a leg over his bicycle and 

waited for a break in the traffic flowing by the long row of the stucco houses where he lived.   

Noa’s mind, which he had kept so disciplined since waking, crept quietly away from him as he watched the 

pedestrians and other cyclists going by.  

He was thinking over his conversation with the physician from the day before.  
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“Sir, have you ever heard of someone having pictures playing in their brain while they’re asleep, almost of 

their own volition?” 

With a scratch of his hollow cheeks that hinted at his confusion, the physician had asked Noa to recount the 

specifics of the pictures. A knot formed between his shoulder blades as he answered. Despite the fact that this dream 

– as he had learned it was called – had been a visitor of his every night of his life for as long as he could remember, 

he spoke in short, rough clips as he replayed the memory of cold water rushing past him, covering his head, filling 

his mouth and nose.  

“Drowning,” the doctor explained. “Your mind is playing out a scenario where you are drowning. This is 

what happens when a human body is submerged in water and is unable to take in oxygen. Typically, one would 

experience this in bodies of water that move with a very fast current or that is of a depth that is above one’s head.”  

At least it had a name. Names meant that research had been done and studies documented. A name was 

somewhat placating. 

“But why do these pictures, or these experiences, play out in my brain while I’m asleep?” 

“Well, this occurrence is something known as dreaming, Noa. It is a malfunction of the human mind in 

which it unnecessarily simulates a scenario – imagined or actually experienced, pleasant or painful. People 

typically have evolved beyond the ability to dream; we haven’t treated this for many years now.”  

“What purpose do they serve?” 

“They don’t serve a purpose. It’s a misfire, that’s all.” 

There was his break in traffic. Noa reigned in his rouge thoughts and took his place among the rest of the 

commuters. A full spectrum of color, some on bikes, some on foot, moved uphill with purpose towards the Halcyon 

city center. There were the Educators in pale yellow jackets, physicians and their aides in crisp whites, Civil Matters 

clerks whose dour beige he usually flicked over quickly… and there was himself, of course. His light blue shirt, 

buttoned neatly down the front, marked the exclusivity of his Role. Noa was a Climate Engineer. They were a small 

subset within the framework that ran the city; only one other person in the crowd wore the same color, and she, Mae, 

was walking several yards away from the bike lane that he was traveling in. Noa waved at her as he passed. Symian 

and Nico, their fellow Climate Engineers, commuted in from the outskirts of the city via the Underground.  

Noa was something of a long-limbed, gangly boy. As such, he completed his one-point-six mile commute 

in fifty-three seconds less than the average cyclist. It almost made all of the ducking through doorways and tugging 

his shirt sleeves down over his wrists worthwhile. He slid his bike to a stop and removed his helmet, waiting for 

Mae to break her way out of the crowd and join him as they climbed the steps to their Contribution Site.  

“Morning, Noa. Say, you look tired. Are you still having trouble sleeping?”  

Two months shy of her fortieth year, Mae moved with careless posture that took away nothing from her 

gracefulness. Her head was crowned with close-fitting dark hair; over the past few months, it had begun to 

accumulate streaks of silver that caught the sunlight spilling over her desk. The mother of an eight-year-old girl, she 

occasionally forgot to switch out of parenting mode when she interacted with the rest of the world, sprinkling her 

conversations with reminders to sit up straight if she caught them slouching or take a walk if they had been sitting 

too long. Noa, as the youngest Climate Engineer was a likely target for this. He did hest best to respond with tact 

while still asserting his maturity. The idea of being parented as a twenty-six-year-old was of no use to him.  

“I’m working on it. Good morning to you, too.” Noa punched in his code on the keypad and held the door 

as Mae went through. The undeniable scent of new carpeting greeted them. Climate Research had been completely 

gutted and remodeled last year; the bland cubicles changed out for an open work floor that boasted floor-to-ceiling 

windows in every direction but north. It had been 374 days since the installation of the light blue carpeting, with 

four sets of feet walking the length and width of it for eight hours a day. The smell remained as unworn as ever.  

“Still smells like new.” He quipped, sitting down at his desk and plugging his tablet into the dock.  

“You say that every morning.” Symian remarked as he walked in the door. His broad frame, shaped into 

square angles by his time spent as an athlete during his Upper Education years, settled against the cushions of his 

desk chair with a routine sigh. Despite what his appearance suggested, Symian was benign in personality; he spoke 

in short, easy sentences and navigated his way through the beginning of his fiftieth decade without much fuss.  
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“What can I say? I take satisfaction in the predictable.” Noa lightly swiveled his chair back and forth as the 

transparent monitors surrounding his desk came to life. They responded to a few staccato taps of his fingertips, 

displaying the view from the top of Chronos. The four faces of the clock rose high above the city, a consistent 

reminder of the steady, kinetic motion of time.   

“Speaking of predictability,” Mae shot a glance out the window nearest her desk. “Nico is late. Again.” 

“I most definitely take satisfaction in that.” One corner of Noa’s mouth tugged upwards. Nico Johnson was 

their Supervising Engineer. He was known for never being on time as much as he was known for talking too loudly 

and too often as he strolled by their desks smelling of poorly-selected aftershave.  

“When are they going to make you the boss?” Symian was studying his own monitors and stroking his 

pronounced chin. “We all know that you run the place.” 

While Symian tended to over simplify when it came to details, in this case, he wasn’t exaggerating. Noa 

was responsible for operation of the reactor that rose up from the heights of Chronos and controlled the climate of 

Halcyon. His fingers determined how much sun, cloud cover, or rainfall would be allowed within the 180,000 square 

miles of the city limits. He ensured that the warm day temperatures were ideal for crop production and that the cool 

night temperatures provided the rest period that their grains and soybeans needed.   

Put into simple terms, Noa was the weather of Halcyon. 

The general population made this out to be something of a glamorous Role, and Noa a celebrity within it. 

He knew better. He knew that behind every afternoon undimmed by storm clouds, or every cool evening rain was a 

framework of variables and numbers and chart readings from years of data. This many inches of rain yielded this 

many pounds of food, divided by the current population with different caloric and nutritional needs to take into 

account based off of levels of physical activity, age, size…the whole process really came down to mathematics.  

Fortunately, for everyone involved, Noa had a mind that had been built for numbers.  

 

At 10:45am, he stood and counted the series of quiet pops as he stretched his muscles. Midmorning rest 

periods were in place to help encourage activity, physical or mental. He kept a tangram puzzle in the bottom of a 

desk drawer, often using it to keep his mind alert. It was supposed to form 102 different shapes; to date, he was at 

89. His goal was to form 103 shapes, simply to see if it could be done. 

Today, however, he had another matter to attend to.  

Noa possessed a unique combination of curiosity and confidence. If, by small chance, some uncertainty or 

lack of understanding slipped through the cracks of his calculating mind, he set out to learn all that he could about 

that thing until he knew how to corner and cage it. The unknown presented him with a challenge, and the events of 

the morning had brought him to a conclusion: his dreaming malfunction had long outlived its feral days.   

The whole concept was so absurd that it made him certain a solution had to exist. If the physician couldn’t 

find it, perhaps Noa’s tenacity could.  

It made sense to start with medical records. After all, if a physician knew about the malfunction, there must 

be some history of treating it. Maybe from those forgotten centuries, before they had perfected the immune system 

with all of their advancements in the science of human behavior.  

He hesitated mid key-stroke, tapping his fingertips together. Technically, he was using his Contribution 

clearance to do personal research, and Noa questioned the wisdom of this. He dismissed the thought, reasoning that 

15 minutes spent minding his own well-being would be worth it if he could start sleeping again. The average hour of 

sleep lost translated into 20 minutes of wasted productivity throughout the day. This amounted to nearly 87 hours of 

wasted productivity in any given year, and when he thought of it this way, it became much easier to rationalize his 

actions. His personal well-being would ultimately affect his Contribution performance, and so this wasn’t simply 

benefiting him as much as it was benefiting his Site and Halcyon as a whole  

That being settled, Noa moved on.  

The information was harder to find than he had assumed. With four minutes and thirty-eight seconds 

remaining of his morning rest period, he finally located a short list of individuals– two males and one female in the 

last century, and none in the last fifty years. He scribbled down the names and stuck them in his pocket to revisit 

over the midday hour. 
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Chronos’ final noon chime was still ringing in the warm air when Noa left Climate Engineering. His 

destination was an impassive square of a building that stretched for several blocks in all directions, four doors down 

from his Site. Within the marble walls of this structure, there existed birth, death, and every notable detail that 

occurred between the two. This was Archives - a bloated monument to nothing other than the eternal cataloguing of 

human records. 

Noa rarely visited the Site. He dealt with numbers, not actual citizens. A Physician or an Infrastructure 

Advisor might be more familiar with the cavernous hallways, and the steel shelving units that crept along on silent 

gears at the push of a button. The place was plain to the point of a headache, all squares, crisp corners and very little 

color or even windows, with the intention that it would convey order and efficiency. To use any of its appearance on 

inspiration would have been a waste. 

The receptionist was stamping files when Noa entered. Without stopping the continual clump, clump of her 

work, she smiled at him with all twenty of her front teeth and offered her assistance.  

 “I’m looking for the following records.” Trying not to get too distracted with the extent of her 

manufactured efforts at being polite, Noa unfolded his scrap of paper and handed it to her. “Lilith Jackson, Avery 

Langdon, and Mark Burris.” 

Still smiling and still stamping, she asked him to take a seat while she pressed a button on the panel behind 

her desk. While he waited for a clerk to come and escort him through the building, he noticed her noticing him. 

It was something that he had come to expect. He was significant; everyone knew his Role and how it 

affected them, but it went beyond that. He also had to up with the peeks at his hair that was an obnoxious red instead 

of dark brown, or the craning looks of confusion at his six-foot-two height that topped out at least four inches above 

anyone else. There were the freckles to take in as well; hundreds of them that peppered his skin and made him an 

anomaly in a sea of pale, smooth complexions. If someone was particularly observant and a little bit liberal with 

their stares, they would also notice that he was the one person in the city whose irises weren’t brown or grey. Noa 

had green eyes, nearly yellow, the color of faded soybean leaves in August.  

Any one of these physical traits would have been enough to raise eyebrows. The combination of them 

landed Noa far outside of the context of normality; he was a class of his own. There was no appropriate length of 

hair or expected gestures, no behavior that seemed out of place when it came from him.  

Noa was clever. He believed in making good use of what resources were available, and as such, he had 

learned to work his differences this in his favor. No one had been surprised when he had landed a Role as a Climate 

Engineer at such a young age.  

“Oh, that’s just Noa. He’s something else.” And with a nod of their heads, they moved on.   

Even so, there were times when the discreet gawking grew tiresome. He wasn’t in the mood for it this 

afternoon, and wondered why the clerk was taking so long. Noa crossed his legs, resting his ankle on top of his 

opposite knee and tapping his foot on the floor. Fiddling with his shoelaces, he concentrated on the clump-clump of 

the stamp, counting the length of each successive mark. Four seconds, on average. If that receptionist worked the 

generic eight-hour work day and stamped without interruptions, she might stamp upwards of seven thousand, two 

hundred files –  

“Sorry, Celya. I was buried in the back corner of my hallway. Took me awhile to get down here.” 

He glanced up. Celya the Stamper was flashing her garish smile at a girl standing in front of her desk with 

her back turned to him. 

“I’m sure. Here, Mr. Ryvverson is looking for these files. Would you mind escorting him?” She nodded at 

Noa. “You can follow Miss Thilleste.” 

Without a word, the clerk had already begun to head down the main corridor towards the first floor lifts. 

Noa came behind. Miss Thilleste must not have thought much of formalities; she hadn’t taken the time to introduce 

herself or even say hello. He shook his head. There was a reason that some people were receptionists and others 

spent most of their day hidden from the public.  

He often made a game of meeting new people in which he attempted to guess every numeric measurement 

of the person – height, weight, age, and sometimes, for an added challenge, obscure things like shoe sizes and heart 

rates. Part of his reason for doing this was that he enjoyed the process of finding out if he was right, and part of it 
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was wishful thinking that he might one day come across someone with physical features that strayed, even a little, 

from average. The girl’s face being angled away from him left him somewhat lacking in source material. He would 

have to do his best.  

Height was easy. Five feet, one and three-quarters of an inch. She was a slight thing, though not the 

breakable type like Celya who sat behind a desk and smiled over her delicate fingers. This girl was lithe and sinewy, 

built for walking the long hallways and climbing the ladders that reached up to infinity. Somewhere in the range of 

119 pounds, if he had to guess. Judging by the length of her hair, she was fresh out of the classrooms of Contribution 

School, between twenty-one and twenty-two years old. Dark brown curls congregated against the collar of her navy 

Archives shirt and waved their flyaway tendrils in the artificial breeze of her forward motion.  

She was what one might expect from a female of her age group, with an exception: the peculiar way that 

she carried herself. It wasn’t that she limped or walked too fast or too slow; in fact, Noa had a hard time pinpointing 

it. Something about the way that she held herself together, traveling close to the wall as though the space in the 

building was a live thing that might swallow her whole… 

When they reached the lifts, he had his first glance at her face.  

He had been off on two counts: one was that she was older than her hair length suggested. Twenty-four, 

perhaps? Not quite his age, but older than a graduate.  

It had also been incorrect to think of her as average.  

She was – in general. But Noa never took in the world with broad strokes. His brain was fine-tuned for 

detail, and in this sense, the clerk was fascinating.  

He started where most people often finished with him – the eyes. Miss Thilleste was wearing glasses; an 

accessory that appeared on a handful of the older generations only because they chose to continue wearing them out 

of habit. Why anyone younger than eighty would have them was a puzzle, and what lay behind the frames was 

equally unusual. She had large eyes, almost too large given the shape of her face. They were blue. No, they were 

green. More aqua, perhaps. He was having a hard time telling the exact shade beneath the fluorescents. 

This detail got the better of his curiosity, like an itch that begged to be scratched.  

In all of his twenty-six years and eighty-nine days of living, he had never seen eyes that color. Up until 

now, he had assumed that the entire world had either brown eyes or grey eyes except for him. This girl had proven 

him wrong a third time.  

Seeing pieces of our own abnormalities jumping off of another face plays a game with our minds. It can 

pick at the seams of your identity or it can pull the threads tighter as it becomes better defined. It can make you want 

to know their idiosyncrasies or it can threaten the safety of your isolation. In Noa’s case, the Archives clerk was the 

most interesting person that he had come across for some time. 

“She means well.” 

“Hmm?”  Up until then, the girl hadn’t spoken. Having accepted that perhaps she wasn’t going to anytime 

soon, Noa had been entirely absorbed in his analysis of her.   

“Celya. Our receptionist.” The lines on her face softened, opening up in response to something that she 

found entertaining. She was almost smiling, and Noa found himself returning the gesture. 

“I’m sure she’s just very good at what she does.”  

“She is.”  

She resumed her silence, and Noa resumed his observation.  

The rest of her features had no real significance. He had seen the high cheekbones and the sharp nose on 

other women before. This was unfortunate. At the rate things had been going, he had half-expected a third lip or a 

second chin. 

Realizing he had forgotten one detail, he glanced at her name badge. 

Z. Thilleste. 

“Z for?” He asked. 

“Oh,” she said as she unlatched the door to the lift on the second floor, “Zefyr. Z for Zefyr.” 

It was an old-fashioned name. Probably not even in use anymore. Yet on this girl, who tiptoed the line 

between average and extraordinary, it made sense.   
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They passed four side galleries before they turned left.   

“It’s retired.” She sat down at a narrow desk, and Noa pulled up the chair across from her. 

“Beg your pardon?”  

“My name.” She entered her information in quick taps on the tablet in front of her. “I was born shortly 

before the numerical naming experiment. When the studies showed that people responded better to a real name 

instead of a number, they revised the naming database.” The corners of her mouth turned up. “Zefyr didn’t make the 

cut, though. Too impractical, that’s my guess.” 

“So, it’s possible that you’re the last Zefyr?” 

“I suppose it is!” She slid the tablet across the desk so that he could begin filling out the bottom section. 

“And you’re Noa, one of many Noas, but the only Noa Ryvverson, right?” 

“Apparently, I’m hard to miss.” 

Her eyes kept sneaking upwards. At first, he assumed that she was looking at the absurdity of his hair. But 

no, she seemed to be studying something just to the left. 

“That must have hurt.” She nodded towards his ear, and Noa unconsciously reached up and put his hand on 

it. Normally, a lock of hair hung over the missing piece. Now that the temperatures would be warming up for the 

growing season, he’d had it cut short.  

“Honestly, I don’t even remember.”  

“How did it happen?” 

“I was six or so. I ran into a metal gate with my bike and ripped a chunk of my ear off.” 

“So now there’s a gate somewhere in Halcyon with a piece of you hanging from it.” 

His mouth involuntarily mirrored hers as she continued to smile at him. It was a genuine expression that 

had little to do with pleasantries; he already knew that she didn’t think much of manners. 

“I’ve never gone back to look for it.” He typed in his code and handed the tablet back to her. 

“Don’t you ever feel like something is missing?”  

“Not in particular.” A cup of brown liquid was sitting on the desk, letting off curls of steam. Noa took it to 

be coffee – a caffeinated beverage was avoided in general due to the studies on its addictive qualities. Some people 

took it as a stimulant to counteract a lack of sleep, but even this was rare. 

“Long night?” He asked, nodding his head towards the cup.  

Zefyr became very intent on her tablet.  

“You might say that. They’re doing some improvements on the water recycling system in my housing 

unit.” She spared a hand from her typing to wrap it around the cup and move it closer to her, as if to hide it from 

view. “Maybe they haven’t worked out all of the issues. It makes a racket during the night.” Pushing her chair away, 

she stood. “I’ll be right back with those files.” 

Noa watched her shadowing the massive shelves, counting in a whisper as she went along. There it was 

again; the quiet way that she acted out her footstep as though she were holding something sacred inside of her bones. 

He had picked up on it in their conversation as well. Almost timidity, but no, that wasn’t quite how he would have 

described it. It was too intentional. Every movement, every word spoken in soft alto tones was carefully considered 

and seemed to come up from a long way down, making its appearance as an easy smile and a cadence that suggested 

a conscientious interaction with the space around her.  

Up the ladder. 

A half-second of hesitation before she grabbed the files.  

Down the ladder.  

Back towards the table.  

Quick footsteps.  

98 per minute?  

“Did either of your parents have red hair?” She slid back into her seat.  

“Oh, no. I mean, I wouldn’t know. I don’t have parents.” 

“Everyone has parents.” She raised an eyebrow at him. 

“I never knew them. I was a ward of the city.” 
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The amusement left her face, like children caught in a rainstorm.  

“I’m sorry, it was rude of me to ask.” 

“It’s no bother. You can’t miss what you never had” 

“You must get sick of people asking you about your hair.” She was pulling out the contents of the three 

files and laying them across the table between them. 

“Actually, most people don’t ask. They just stare and point.” Noa leaned forward and tried to read the 

information upside down. “Do either of your parents have blue eyes?” 

In a subtle slip of her mannerisms, she started in her chair. Just as soon as he caught it, she composed 

herself and left Noa to wonder if he had really seen her strange reaction at all. She adjusted her glasses and studied 

the brown files in front of them.  

“Interesting request you have here. These were the last dreamers.”  

This was so unexpected that Noa set aside how nonchalant she had been about ignoring his question.  

“You’ve heard about dreaming?” 

“You hear a lot as an Archives clerk.” 

“I suppose you would. You get to see all of our secrets, don’t you?” 

“Only the dead ones.” She gestured around her. “Living files aren’t my department. So, don’t fret. I have 

no details on your sordid past as a street urchin. Although I am curious…” she raised an eyebrow at him. “Why the 

interest in dreaming?” 

He could have said anything and she wouldn’t have questioned it. Nobody ever did. But the more he tried 

to think of a way to downplay the question, the less he wanted to. Why shouldn’t he tell her? It made sense; she 

could keep a secret, couldn’t she? She did it day in and day out.  

“It’s for personal research.” He admitted. “Technically, I’m using my Contribution clearance for something 

unrelated – “ 

“You have dreams?” Curiosity leapt off of her features. “For how long?” 

“All of my life. Twenty-six years and eighty-nine days, to be exact.” 

“That’s amazing. Do you have any idea why?” 

“Why what?” 

“Why do you dream?” 

“There’s no reason for it. The physician described it as a malfunction of the mind.” 

“Did he?” Zefyr leaned back in her seat. 

“I take it that you have your own theories?” 

“I do, actually. We dream about things that we can’t resolve.” 

Perhaps telling her hadn’t been his most clever idea to date.  

“I guarantee that’s not the issue in my case.” 

“What do you dream about?” 

“Drowning. And for the record, I’ve never even been swimming.” 

She rubbed her knuckles against each other, the lines around her nose wrinkling.  

“It’s just my theory, that’s all.” She said at last. “Here, I’ll let you do what you came here to do.” 

 She slid all three data files into her tablet and started to instruct him on using the program to view them. 

However, she stopped after a moment, as though something had occurred to her midway through the lesson.  

“You know what you’re doing, don’t you?” 

“I think I can figure it out.” 

“Right.” She nodded. “Take as long as you need. I’ll be just down the hall.” She stood and left Noa to his 

own devices.  

All three citizens had started out with similar symptoms to his: recurring dreams that they couldn’t explain. 

Like him, the malfunction began to affect their ability to sleep through the night. All had seen physicians, all been 

prescribed with the same medication that Noa had sitting on his bedside table. As he flipped back and forth between 

the records, patterns began to surface in their later years.  

Inability to sleep more than 1-2 hours. 
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Difficulty regulating body temperature. 

Significant lapses in memory. 

Cognitive impairment.   

These symptoms varied in intensity, but the patients had one thing in common: all three individuals 

developed chronic insomnia. It overshadowed everything; their Roles, their family obligations, even their ability to 

hold a conversation.  

It got worse after that.  

Lilith Jackson died at 43 years of age.  

Avery Langdon died two years earlier than her.  

Mark Burris didn’t even make it into his fortieth decade. His death certificate was dated three days before 

his thirty-fourth birthday.  

Noa set the tablet down and counted his breathes.  

Five seconds per breath, thirty breaths a minute, times sixty times twenty four times three hundred sixty-

five times eight, minus eighty-nine days worth of breathes – 

Chronos was chiming, reminding Noa that his midday break had come to a close and that he was wasting 

his remaining 245,635,200 seconds. He stood up and pushed his chair back in. His body wasn’t reacting well to the 

news; he shoved his shaking hands into his pockets and traced the seams to give them something to do other than 

hang uselessly at his side. 

“Any luck?” 

Noa had nearly forgotten about the girl who had been shelving files twenty feet away. He watched the 

repetitive motion of her arms reaching and lowering as he opened his mouth to answer and then closed it when he 

couldn’t think of anything to say.  

Zefyr stopped her chore and closed the distance between them. 

“Is everything alright? You look like you found something you didn’t want to find.” 

“Have you read these files?” 

“Not recently. Why?” 

“Dreaming seems to eventually induce chronic insomnia.” 

“Oh.” She looked away. “I take it that’s not a good thing?” 

“No. It…well, it results in a shortened lifespan.” 

She was running her fingers over the wood grain of her desk, the corners of her mouth turned down. Noa 

didn’t know if she would reply, or if she did, what she would reply with. Her only involvement with him was the 

information blinking up from the screen of her tablet. The fact that she was watching him trying to absorb the 

possibility of his future dissolving sometime in the next ten years was coincidence.  

“Thanks for your help with those files.” He nodded to the table. 

“I’m sorry there weren’t more welcoming secrets in them.” 

“Well, you don’t write the contents.” 

She looked up from her preoccupation with the desk.  

“If you needed anything else… you know, in terms of research, I might be able to help.” 

Grey. Her eyes were also grey. A slender ring at the edge of her irises that hemmed in the blues and greens. 

Noa caught sight of it just as he turned away.  

“I’ll keep that in mind.” 

 

Symian and Mae were discussing their offspring again.  

“…so, Lynette has moved on to bird taxonomy. It’s a relief, to be honest. I thought we were never going to 

get past reptiles.” 

“Archaic stuff, isn’t it? Tyler had to learn all of the same things. I guarantee, he’ll never use it.” 

“You never know.” Noa called back from the driver’s seat of the Aubade. “Celia might end up in Food 

Production. She’ll need to study animal behavior if she does.” 
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“She’s already decided that she wants to work in City Defense, like Jerome. Personally, I think she just 

prefers the red uniforms.” In the rearview mirror, Noa caught Mae stretching out her legs in the narrow legroom of 

the passenger area. 

Halcyon operated on a conveyer belt of order and efficiency. If you could not walk where you needed to 

go, you rode a bicycle. If you could not bike, you rode the Underground. It had been nearly a century since anyone 

had thought of needing a personal vehicle. Within the city nowadays, only two such machines existed, and Noa was 

driving one of them. Aubades were sleek, durable inventions that moved like whispers through the mountain passes. 

They were powered by solar cells, and built to withstand the terrain without much objection. While they were 

ingenious in their durability, they lacked anything resembling comfort. Noa typically offered to drive to avoid 

cramming of his long legs into the passenger area. 

“We’d better stop, Mae.” Symian was working on a mental puzzle, his thick fingers wrestling with 

reassembling the wooden slots. “You know how tiresome Noa finds these conversations.” 

“Poor boy. Wait until he has a brat of his own.” 

“Ah, but that would require finding him a spouse. Bound to be difficult. I have serious doubts about Civil 

Matters dredging up a female of his caliber.” 

“You two are hilarious.” Noa remarked. “Really, I can hardly contain my amusement.” 

“Systemized co-habitation and reproduction is a benefit to our fine society, Noa.” Symian was reciting one 

of Halcyon’s many by-laws, his voice droning in an imitation of the webcasts they had all watched during their 

Upper Education years.   

They were making their quarterly trip to a weather stations housed in the mountain peaks. There were four 

stations, one for each navigational point. Once a year, every station required an inspection and fine-tuning, a 

responsibility fell into the lap Climate Engineering.  

Boredom, dripping like a leaky faucet, came easily to Noa during these trips. While at their workstations, 

Symian and Mae mostly kept their heads bent over their tasks. When they talked, they spoke about the climate and 

crop yields and compared charts and graphs – all things that he understood. However, in a cramped vehicle carrying 

them 15,000 feet above sea level, the trio entered into a three-hour stretch of isolation from the city. Their tablets 

couldn’t connect to the Network while in transit. Nico was not there to ask unnecessary questions while leaning on 

their desks with his sweaty palms. As such, the pecking order of topics between Symian and Mae typically ended up 

on the subject of children, something that transmitted as white noise to Noa’s ears. His attempts at joining the 

conversation were often not worth the effort, as had been proven minutes before. He knew nothing about children. 

Was it reasonable for a six-year-old to already know what Contribution role she wanted? And since when did the 

color of a uniform play any part in that decision? 

The tinted windshield could only block out so much of the glare reflecting off of the snow pack, 

emphasizing what he already knew: this was ugly land, inhabitable beneath the blanket of ice and hyperborean 

temperatures. The mild climate of the city made it even more unattractive to him. There, everyone knew what to 

expect at any given moment. Here, the storms rolled in without warning, ripping apart the warmest layers and 

grinding away at anything not made of stone and steel. The emptiness, the long drive, the irrelevant conversation – 

all of it exhausted Noa, and the last thing he wanted to have to think about was his exhaustion.  

He didn’t need to be reminded that his dreams were killing him. 

“Darn these seats. Like sleeping on a marble bed.” Directly behind him, Symian was squirming. The 

creaking springs, too loud in the small vehicle, decided to pick a personal battle with his nerves. “Hey Noa, when 

they make you the boss, how about you redesign these rigs? Give us a little leg room, at least.” 

“Better yet,” Mae piped in. “You could make those blasted weather stations inspect themselves!” 

In spite of his negative outlook on the world in general, Noa gave in to the response of his facial muscles 

pulling the corners of his mouth upward.    

The dome of the station, set like a diamond on the crest of the mountain, glinted against the impossible blue 

of the sky. Mae leaned forward and pointed at it. 



~ 13 ~ 

 

“Good old East Crest. That’s my favorite one.” She studied the display on the dash of the vehicle and 

checked her notes. “According to this morning’s report, we have approximately twenty-three minutes of clear 

weather, if we arrive on schedule.” 

And I have approximately 245,462,400 seconds left, give or take. 

Noa shook himself. Two days later and reality hadn’t made much of an effort at being kinder to him. He 

knew it was better keep those thoughts to the side, but it wasn’t easy; he felt more like he was releasing them into 

the orbit of his periphery instead of throwing them out of sight.   

He shifted his concentration back to driving the Aubade. Really, the vehicle was brilliant. It’s response to 

his hands was intuitive. Predictable. It did exactly what was expected of it –  

Noa hung on to the tail-end of this thought as he slammed his foot on the brake pedal.  

“What in Halcyon, Noa?” Symian turned around in his seat, his face rearranged into thick lines and 

furrowed eyebrows.  

Noa didn’t reply. All of his attention was focused on the sight just beyond the tinted windshield.  

He saw the boulder tips sticking out of the snow like crooked teeth, the frozen wave formations of the 

drifts, and the East Crest roof gleaming at the top of their route. All of this belonged. He should be seeing it. But he 

also saw something else.  

Twenty feet ahead of the vehicle, where no living thing should be, he saw a bird.  

It was picking its way through the snow on scarecrow legs. The fine-grained particles that traveled on the 

winds came rushing down the slope towards it. The drifts would kill it, knock it down and scrape its lungs with cold. 

The bird ran away, always staying just out of reach of the blowing snow. It seemed to be making a great 

game of the chase as it went along.  

Noa was dumbstruck.   

“What is it?”  

Mae, who would have flown through the windshield had she not been buckled in, muttered something 

under her breath about bird taxonomy. He gave her a sharp look in the rearview mirror. 

“What did you say?”  

“It’s impossible, but…I think that’s a sanderling. It’s a type of wader. Lynette just did a report on them.” 

“You mean like the ones that live along the coast?” 

Mae was shaking her head.  

“Like I said, it’s impossible. It completely defies reason. See the way that it’s darting away from the edge 

of the drifts? It does the exact same thing with ocean waves.” 

The thick walls and tight seals of the Aubade did a good job of muting most outside sounds. However, Noa 

was almost certain that he could pick out a faint whistle, high enough that it climbed to the top of his hearing range 

and hovered there like an unwanted visitor.  

“Why is it here?” 

“Beats me if I know.” 

 “But won’t it die?” 

“If it stays much longer, probably.” 

“It doesn’t make sense.” 

Symian cleared his throat.  

“Alright kids, we’re on a pretty tight schedule. I, for one, don’t want to get stranded up here in a blizzard. 

Can we forget about the wild animals?” 

Mae blinked and sat back in her seat.  

“He does have a point. Now that Noa has demonstrated how well the brakes work, let’s get on with this.” 

Noa, however, continued to watch the bird.  

“Noa?” Mae tapped him lightly on the shoulder. “Is everything alright?” 

“It doesn’t make sense.” He repeated. 

“Of course it doesn’t.” Mae affirmed calmly. “We’ve all established that.” 



~ 14 ~ 

 

In a slow, disconnected motion, he eased his foot off of the brake pedal, taking a final look out of the side 

window.  

The bird was still there, still trailing the edge of the wind, still splitting the air with a high trill that 

simultaneously mocked the cold and his logic.  

  


