EMPIRE FALL

Vera, Mads, and Bandit knew they wanted the same
things, fundamentally. The band was their priority.
They were pulling in the same direction—a real team
with a singular focus and undeniable chemistry.
Sophie, Roman, and Riker were stars in their roles
too. But the outside world was the problem. That's
where they disagreed.

Mads liked Oran. Bandit recognized the opportunities
that Rentoth brought. And Vera was willing to give
them both the benefit of the doubt as long as it
helped the band.

For now, these differences were still manageable.

For now.

BANDIT

“How are you holding up?”
That night, Sophie reached out to Bandit. They talked
about the meeting with Oran. She came over. She




shared how relieved she was that Vera approved of
this thing between them. She also confessed that
Bandit scared her a little—a brilliant but volatile
mind, with deep-seated issues.

“Can't argue with you there,” he said, grinning. That
made her laugh.

They talked about philosophy and books and movies
and how fucked up Elderise was. Bandit explained
that he felt so much anger sometimes, he didn't
know where to put it. Songwriting helped the most.
It gave him a sense of purpose, he said. Working out
was a nice distant second. And Flux... well, Flux
helped unplug his brain. Pass the time. That's why he
loved it so much. It made him feel light. At peace.
Relaxed. Content.

He offered her some, and Sophie declined. She
asked him to maybe abstain for one night. Bandit
thought about it—and threw the cartridge away.
They kissed.

They went to bed together.

When he woke up in the middle of the night, Sophie
was asleep beside him—one hand curled near her
face, the slow rhythm of her breath filling the room
like a lullaby.

Bandit stared at the ceiling. He felt... good. AlImost




too good.

And that scared the shit out of him.

A voice in his head whispered: You'll ruin this. You
always do.

He didn't move. Just kept staring upward, frozen
between peace and panic.

Then he noticed Rentoth had texted him a storm.

He opened the thread, scrolled for a second, and
quickly closed it before he could read it all.

He shifted closer and wrapped his arm around
Sophie, pulling her against his chest like an anchor.

I really like this girl, he thought.

Please let me not fuck this up.

VERA & MADS

That same night, Mads and Vera were hanging out at
the Nakamura household. Emma, who looked up to
her brother and Vera so much, was in total disbelief.
“l can't believe the SRF reached out to you guys! This
is so exciting! My big brother the rockstar! They
barely acknowledge its existence in school, but
everyone knows they're a real thing.”

Vera and Mads shared a concerned look. He put his
arm around his sister, nudging her toward her room.
“Alright, don't you have homework to do? Let the




grown-ups talk.”

“Lol, some grown-ups! You're barely older than me!”
she said as she headed toward her room. “See you, V!"
“See you soon, Emma.”

Vera waited till the door closed.

“Dude... how are we in this mess? | just want us to be
able to have a career, you know? Why are all these
people trying to fuck with our business?”

Mads had a pensive look.

“I don't know, V. But I'm definitely worried about it
all. And Bandit... he scares me sometimes. But |
somehow trust he's gonna figure a way out of this.
His instincts are always on point, it's like knowing
how to navigate all this stuff is in his blood or
something. We just gotta make sure he doesn't lose
the plot completely. His love/hate thing with Rentoth
concerns me.”

“Yeah, you're probably right. Maybe we should ask
him how they actually met. He's always so evasive
about it all.”

“So true. Let's do that at rehearsal tomorrow.”

BANDIT

In the morning, Sophie woke him up. She had to
leave to take her little brother to school. They kissed




and hugged and said see you later.

They both had the kind of facial expression that
says: this could be something good.

Something Bandit hadn't really felt in a long, long
time.

Bandit finally mustered up the courage to look at
Rentoth's message dump. He called him. To his
surprise, Rentoth picked up the phone right away.
“Finally. You little fuckhead. Don’'t ever make me wait
like this again.”

“Good morning to you too, dickwad.”

“You need to come see me. Alone. Tomorrow night.
My place on the 99th floor. My assistant will pick you
up at the entrance of Elevator340 in the Slums. It's the
closest one to your piece-of-shit house. Gotta go.”

He hung up.

Bandit didn't really know what hit him. But he knew
he had to go.

And he wasn't sure he should tell the others.

MADS

After breakfast, Mads started working on a couple of
track ideas. But his head wasn't in it. The rarest of
occurrences for someone as organized and
hardworking as Mads.




He had to admit it. The stress was getting to him.

He kept thinking about Aksel and how much he
wished he was around right now. He would be the
perfect seventh member. The missing piece. And
surely, he would know what to do with this
entanglement the band was finding themselves in.
That's when Oran called.

Without even thinking about it, Mads picked up.

“Hey Mads. Thank you so much for coming yesterday.
| was wondering if you guys had time to discuss my
proposal?”

“Hey man. Not really, and to be honest we're all a
little overwhelmed. Six months ago | was working at a
factory doing music as a hobby, and now we feel like
all these big entities are pulling us in different
directions.”

“| get that. | might not have been totally honest about
how | got your number. But | can’t discuss this over
the phone. | think we should meet. Just you and I.
How's tomorrow night, same spot?”

Mads was intrigued, his imagination running wild
with theories.

“Okay, | guess. Can | tell the others, though? | hate
secrets.”

“I can't tell you why, but you really shouldn't. Don't
tell your family either. Come alone. It'll be safer for




you and your friends.”

Mads agreed reluctantly.

“Sure thing. We have rehearsal until 8 PM. | can
come after.”

“Great. Let's say 10. See you then. Bye, Mads!”
Awesome.

Mads now had to hide the truth from Bandit—and
from his closest friend in the entire world, Vera.

I kinda miss my old life right now. | was bored, but |
wasn't this stressed out.

VERA

On her way home from her morning run, Vera found
herself missing her brother too.

She emailed him from her phone:

Hey J. I just wanna say | understand your choices. But |
really miss you right now. | could use a big brother. | got
so much to tell you.

-V
She put her phone in her back pocket and kept
walking.

Soon, she felt a vibration on her butt cheek.

Could it be...?




Jimmy had already responded. She was stunned.

Hey V. I've been meaning to reach out. Sorry, it’s been
pretty hectic up here. My friend played me your band.
I watched the bootleg live videos. You guys are
incredible.

I know | owe you a visit. | was thinking of coming down
tonight, hang out with you and Dad. What do you say?




Calling Me Away_2

EMPIRE FALL

Vera had had a couple errands to run (guitar strings
and stuff), so she got to the rehearsal
space/makeshift studio a tad late. She was so excited
to tell Bandit and Mads about Jimmy!

When she walked in, she found them discussing a
new hook about the people they loved and missed.
Bandit called it Calling Me Away. It felt so eerie that it
stopped her in her tracks. The universe has a funny
way of trying to tell you things, she thought.

“Hey V!” they both shouted at the same time.

“Bandit wrote some beautiful words to this track
we've been working on.”

She was excited to hear them but couldn’t wait.

“OK, | can't wait to read them BUT | gotta tell you
something first... Jimmy is coming down tonight! To
see me and my dad!”

Mads couldn't believe it.

“Oh my God, V, this is amazing! How? Why? Tell me
everything!”



He ran to hug her. So did Bandit. That felt good. Vera
started getting teary-eyed.

“l just... | emailed him this a.m. | don’t even have his
phone number. | said | missed him. And he replied
right away! He said he knew about Empire Fall! He
saw some live videos, and people know about us up
there. A few of them do at least. I'm euphoric!”
Waterworks. Bandit and Mads were so happy for her
they forgot for a second that they both were gonna
have to lie to the band about their plans for the night.
Bandit, barely holding back tears, handed her his
lyrics. It felt crazy—he'd written them before
knowing Jimmy was coming.

I made an effigy

Of everyone | miss

For when I'm staring down at the abyss
I reminisce

A phantom presence

Guiding me up to the top

But even there the waters are too rough
It's not enough

I built a maze out of memories
So I could keep them beside me
How could I ever feel lonely still?



I hear the voice

Of those | lost along the way
‘Long the way

Beyond the void

Their love is

Calling me way

Me away

A sea of faces, | remember every name
They sing a song of love and lust and shame
I'll take the blame

I built a maze out of memories
So I could keep them beside me
How could I ever feel lonely still?

I hear the voice

Of those | lost along the way
‘Long the way

Beyond the void

Their love is

Calling me way

Me away

They're calling me away



Yelling my name

Don’t leave me here, please say it again

Yeah, | know, we all go through the same stuff
Some days are fine, but I think I've had enough
And everybody that could cheer me up

Is no longer with us

I hear the voice

Of those | lost along the way
‘Long the way

Beyond the void

Their love is

Calling me way

Me away

I hear the voice

Of those | lost along the way
‘Long the way

Beyond the void

Their love is

Calling me way

Me away

Vera was stunned.

“B... this is really, really great. Wow. | know you don't
like to talk about your childhood at and before
Orphanage162, and I'm gonna respect that, but



damn. These are really powerful.”

“There’s nothing to talk about really. My first
memories are from that godforsaken place. They
told me my parents were dead. | didn't have a name.
Everyone said | picked one more suited for a dog.
Which, by the way, is a joke that YOU made, Vera,
when we first met. Not very original, and, might |
add, pretty bully-like of you!”

Mads looked at Vera and jumped at the chance to
seize the moment, now that Bandit seemed a little
more open about his past.

“So tell us. How did you really meet Rentoth? We
deserve to know now.”

“Yeah B, we really do. And sorry for saying your
name sounded like a dog's! | love dogs!”

Bandit sighed. He knew he owed them something.
He wasn't about to tell them about tonight—but the
rest? They deserved to know. Well... the relevant
parts at least.

“Okay guys. Here goes. When | was a teenager, | got
in all sorts of trouble. Bad stuff. Me and a couple
other kids found a way to sneak into a faulty elevator
north of Orphanage162. We found a printed access
code one night while we were drunk on the Slum
streets. We figured shit, let's try it out, see if we can
sneak up in there...”



Mads stopped him.

“How did you circumvent the two-factor
authentication? The code by itself is useless, it needs
to be matched with one’s ID..."

“Dude, will you let me finish? We waited for the night
security team’s shift to start and tried a few
elevators. None worked, because of just that. We got
chased down by a few security guards, but the night
teams are always slow and tired. No one caught us.
We heard rumors that some elevators didn’t require
the ID when they didn't get updated to the latest
software for some reason. Don't ask why, | have no
fucking clue. So we kept trying. Mind you, we were a
bunch of HAMMERED kids. Dumb as fuck.

And then... | try another one. My friends are on the
lookout. I'm the only one in. And of course... it
works. | zoom all the way up. It opens. And | can't
believe my eyes. Blinding city lights. It's like a whole
new world up there. The people look different. They
dress different. They all look like beautiful fit
statues. The AIR feels different. | wandered around
for a while until this dude, only older than me by a
couple years, notices that | don’t belong. It was
Rentoth. We talked, we hung out, and | could tell he
was meeting a slummer for the first time. It was
entertaining to him. He got me dinner at this very



fancy place. He asked me where | lived. | told him. He
gives me a couple hundred Sols before walking me
back to the elevator. Since then, he's come down a
few times, bought me a meal here and there, even
got me out of trouble a couple times. But | hadn't
seen him in at least a year when he pulled up behind
us at the bar that one night.”

Mads and Vera sat there silently.

“And that's the whole story?” she asked.

“Yes, | promise.”

Mads decided to believe him. “Ok then. Well, thanks
for being upfront. That story is kinda heartwarming!”
Bandit's face tightened. “Still. Don't trust that guy.
I've seen him do fucked up shit.”

The band worked on Calling Me Away for the rest of
the day. They did good.

Before the end of the session, they started talking
about their evening plans. Vera had already talked
about hers. Mads said he was gonna work on the
track more. Lies. Bandit said he was gonna write
lyrics for some other song. Also lies.

Mads walked Vera home, but veered off a block from
her place, wanting to give her space to reunite with
her brother. He turned the corner, then headed for
the abandoned library.



Bandit texted Sophie that he needed to work on
lyrics—same lie he told the band.
Then headed for Elevator340.

Three roads. Two lies and a truth.
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VERA

When she got home, Jimmy was there—sitting at the
makeshift dinner table, talking to their dad.

“Jimmy!”

She ran to him. He stood up and caught her in a big
hug. They stayed like that for a good thirty seconds,
and Vera started tearing up.

“I can't believe you're here! So all | had to do was
start making music people like, huh?”

“Oh shut up! I've just been so busy! Besides, | knew
you'd reach out if things ever got really bad. Anyway
—you look great. Shredded as ever. Still running
obsessively, | take it?”

Vera started flexing her right arm. “I do weights too,
motherfucker. | bet | can do more pull-ups than you!”
“No doubt there, sis! | don’t even think | can do onel!”
Their dad interjected: “Seeing you two together
always makes me so emotional. Your mother... |
would give anything for her to see what amazing
grown-ups you've become.”



Vera comforted him. “We know, Dad. And I'm
convinced she's looking at us from somewhere. She's
here now. | carry her with me wherever | go.” She
pointed at her heart.

The family talked for a while. Vera was so proud of
her big brother for making it to the higher levels. He
showed them pictures of his condo on Floor 22, and
of the club he worked at—even nicer than the one
Empire Fall played their showcase at. Everything
looked so modern and cool without being too flashy.
I could live like this and be totally content, she thought.
Jimmy even let it slip that he’d bought his place cash,
which really surprised her. She knew he was doing
well—but not that well. Their dad, Mike, was
beaming with pride.

After a few hours of shooting the shit, laughing,
reminiscing, and crying, Mike went to bed. Jimmy
and Vera went for a walk outside.

She wasted no time.

“So you bought your place cash, huh? That's crazy.
You could’'ve helped Dad with some of that money,
don't you think? And you know he'd never ask.
Meanwhile I'm out here buying groceries with the
little advance we got from the band while you're
balling up there... | don't know. It kind of annoys me.”
“It's not that easy. | didn't really buy that place... It



was more of a gift, but | didn't wanna say that in
front of Dad.”
“A gift? From whom?”

MADS

He kept looking back to make sure he wasn't being
followed. The streets were dark, and Mads wasn't
usually out this late in the Slums.

These are Bandit hours.

Something felt wrong in his gut. He hated lying to Vera.
Bandit too, but to a lesser extent—Bandit had lied to
him many times before, mostly about his Flux use.
When Mads finally arrived at the abandoned library,
he got a text from Oran:

See that green building right next to the library. Go in.
Second floor.
Apartment 4. I'll be waiting. It's safe.

Now Mads was really spooked.

Did Oran know that Rentoth had found out about
their last meeting?

And if so, how?

I'm really fucking out of my depth here.

Still, he went in. Climbed the stairs. Knocked.



A young woman opened the door. Oran stood a few
feet behind her.

“This is him."

She patted Mads down and checked under his shirt.
“He's clean.”

“Thanks, Stephanie. You can leave us now.”

She disappeared into another room. Oran gestured
to the living room, where they sat at a rundown table
scarred with graffiti and mold. The walls were filthy.
The place looked like a Flux den.

“Thanks for coming, Mads. | know the secrecy’s
annoying—but it's for your safety.”

“All good, man.”

It wasn't. Mads was completely freaked out—but he
was here now.

Might as well find out what this was all about.
“What's up?”

Oran leaned in.

“I know where Aksel is. He's alive. And he's doing
well.”

Mads's heart stopped.

“What?! How?"

His whole body started shaking.

“He's the one who gave me your number,” Oran
whispered. “He’s working for us. He's a ghostwriter—



on the very high levels—for one of the biggest pop
stars in Elderise. | won't say who. He's rubbing
elbows with the richest and most powerful every
day. Collecting intel for the SRF.”

“He knows about you. About Empire Fall. He's so
proud. He's been wanting to contact you and your
family for months... but we can't let him. The cause
comes first. It comes before all of us.”

Mads couldn’t take it in. Couldn’t breathe.

He thought he was going to puke.

“WHAT THE FUCK ARE YOU TALKING ABOUT?!"

He stood, grabbed Oran by the collar, and slammed
him into the wall. His voice cracked with rage.

“Why the fuck should | believe you?! Maybe Bandit's
right about you, motherfucker!”

Oran pushed Mads off, voice still calm but rising.
“Let me show you pictures. Let me explain. Aksel
loves you. And | love him. | miss him just as much as
you do.”

His eyes blazed.

“But this is for the cause. NOTHING is more
important than that. You hear me?”

Mads stood there, trembling. He didn't know
whether to feel joy or pain. Or both.

“So what, are you his boyfriend or something? And
can you prove all this?”



Oran met his eyes.

“I was, yeah. Now... the cause has overtaken it all.”
Oran reached for a small wooden box on the table
and pulled out a stack of old photographs—him and
Aksel, happy, smiling.

Mads didn't know what to feel.

He recognized his brother right away.

He saw the face he remembered from before Flux
took him. Just a little older.

As Mads kept his eyes fixed on the pictures, Oran
went on:

“I haven't seen Aksel in two years. We were friends at
first. When | met him, he was in a bad way. | had just
left my parents' place in the mid-highs to work in the
Slums. | was volunteering for a nonprofit, funded by
a rich philanthropist, trying to get Flux addicts off the
streets and into rehab.”

He let out a short, bitter laugh.

“Our success rate was awful, as you can imagine. But
there was something about your brother. We were
the same age. He had that ‘wasted potential’ look.
Rehab worked for him. Really worked. After that, he
came to live with my family up there, just until he
was fully healed. My dad helped connect him to
some friends in the songwriting world.”

“That's how it started. He and | got obsessed with the



SRF together. We were both just... furious about how
fucked up Elderise is. The system. The silence. We
couldn't look away. And | guess... somewhere in the
middle of all that... we fell in love.”

Oran swallowed hard.

“He wanted to reach out to you. But the deeper he
got into the mission, the harder it became. He got
pulled into the cause. So did I.”

Mads was shaking his head.

“Oh my god, if you say ‘the cause’ again | swear I'm
gonna lose it, dude! He couldn’t just send one
message? Tell his family he was alive? Do you even
understand what his disappearance did to us? To my
parents? To Emma?”

“I can only imagine,” Oran said quietly. “And for that,
I'm truly sorry. But listen—"

He leaned in, eyes fierce now.

“We can heal later. Right now, we have to act. Because
if we don't—and Rentoth or Zero win? There won't be
a world left for any of us. No Empire Fall. No career.
No you, no me, no Aksel. We might all be dead.”

BANDIT

He texted with Sophie for a while after rehearsal,
saying how much fun he'd had the night before. She



reciprocated. They were both smitten.
But still—he lied to her too.

I'm just gonna work on some lyrics tonight. Maybe we
can hang tomorrow?

Sure thing! Hit me up and we’ll figure something out.
Alright Soph. I'm gonna lock in for a bit.

He slipped his phone into his pocket. Elevator340
stood right in front of him. Some guy he'd never
seen before approached.

“You must be Bandit. I'm Rentoth'’s assistant.”

“Oh... okay. Guess he changes assistants more often
than he changes shoes— which is already a lot.”

“I wouldn't know anything about that, sir.”

That guy has a stick up his ass, Bandit thought.

They zoomed up to the 99th floor. Bandit hadn't
been there in a long time—but he’'d been there more
often than he liked to admit.

A sleek black car waited just outside the elevator.
The moment he stepped in, it felt like another world.
Another planet.

Everything was crisp. High definition.

The buildings—brutalist monsters from below—now
looked modern, almost ancient, like cathedrals
carved by machines. The architecture felt unified,



like it had been composed by a single hand. Nothing
here was random. Everything played a role in
establishing this beautiful—yet cruel—aesthetic.

And the people?

They were as he remembered: tall, beautiful,
impossibly fit, undeniably rich.

The car pulled up in front of the most expensive
looking building around. Even among the elite of the
99th floor, this one stood out.

Rentoth’s home.

Two separate security guards patted him down.
Then the assistant led him through the doors and
into Rentoth’s master suite.

It was massive—twenty-foot ceilings, its own living
room, a ridiculous bathroom, and a 360-degree view
of Elderise.

It felt like they were hovering over the entire
ecumenopolis. If gods existed, this is what they
would see when they looked down.

Rentoth was standing upright, overlooking the
skyline, drink in hand. Whiskey, neat. Probably
obscenely overpriced.

What a poser.

Bandit got straight to business.

“Hey dude. You know | don't like to come up here,
and | REALLY don't like lying to my friends. First off...



do | have a tail? Are you following me?”

“Of course | am! And guess what? We also have a tail
on that Oran fella. The SRF is becoming a
respectable foe. Seems like everyone wants the
Authority Council to fall—but for different reasons.
These are the end days.”

“Looks like it. But all that shit is way over my pay
grade. Who knows—if | didn't know what to do with
all my money, maybe I'd start my own little
movement too. Seems like it's a very popular hobby
these days.”

“Ha! Funny little guy. Yeah. Although... I'm not sure
Zero is the ally | was hoping for. We don't seem to
agree on much lately.”

“Yeah, that's because he worships money. While
you... well, you just wanna watch Elderise burn.
Because you're mad at your daddy. Typical rich kid
throwing a tantrum.”

Rentoth turned around.

“Yeah, I'm mad at him. But that's not really it.
Because while | looooove money, chaos is even more
fun. Chaos is progress. Chaos... is an essential part of
life. There is no rebuild without destruction. No good
without bad.”

“Spare me your mall-level philosophy, okay? I'm
about to fall asleep. Why am | here?”



“I think you should go ahead with whatever plan
Oran has. Earn his trust. See what's up with the SRF.
Your buddy Mads seems to like him. In fact... |
believe he’s meeting with him right now. Behind
your and Vera's back.”

“Bullshit! Mads wouldn't lie to me. And he would
never lie to Vera.”

“Wake up, ding dong. He is.”

“You know what? Even if he is, | don't give a shit.
Fuck you. Fuck Oran. Fuck Zero. Fuck every single
one of you. Dickheads with a little bit of power trying
to play us all against each other. If Mads is meeting
with this asshole, he must have a good reason.”
“Maybe. | don't know what the reason is though—
which is certainly unpleasant.”

“You know what, dude? I'm going home. You're crazy
and vindictive and | don’'t want to deal with you
anymore. Thanks for the money, but from now on,
send one of your lackeys to deal with me and the
band. | want nothing to do with you.”

“That's not your call to make, Bandit. We have a
bond, you and I. | wish we didn't— but since my
imbecile drunk of a father decided to fuck your slum
whore of a mom and didn’t have the foresight to
fucking pull out, | AM STUCK WITH YOU. WE. ARE.
BLOOD. Never forget that!”



Rentoth smashed his glass on the ground.
“Remember when | tracked you down? Found you in
that disgusting brothel they called an orphanage?
| bet you never told your friends that. | bet you
made up some story about how we met on accident.
What would they say if they found out the truth?”

He stepped closer.

“You're gonna do as | fucking say. | own you. You
insignificant maggot.”
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whole life turned inside out.
Bandit put his arm around him. Rentoth broke again,
sobbing into his shoulder.

A few days passed. Still no word from Jimmy. Vera
forced humor to keep the air from collapsing.

“Well, | guess he's our enemy now,” she said,
cracking a sad smile. “He chose the Sworn over us.”
Never one to be outdone, Rentoth smirked through
the exhaustion. “Hey, at least you didn't get your
mom killed.”

“I mean... she was already dead, so...”

“Fair. But you can't really be mad at your brother for
choosing anyone over you.”

They laughed — thin, brittle laughter, but laughter
nonetheless.

Mads eventually sat beside Bandit. He told him he
forgave him. Tragedy had a way of putting things in
their proper order. But they needed to be honest —
fully, brutally honest — from now on.

The Militia wasn't dead. Not yet. If anything, what
happened had forced them to grow up overnight.
Bandit agreed.

They started to organize — what remained of
Rentoth’s guards, the band, the stragglers. The
Sworn had won the battle, but the rebellion was far



from over. The SRF was in shambles. Aksel was
worried about Oran but still hopeful his lover had
survived the uprising.

All communication with the Upper Levels was cut.
Phones were dead. The Slums were severed from
the rest of Elderise, save for the flickering state
broadcasts on the giant screens outside.

Each night, the bodyguards took turns patrolling.
Their tech gave them the edge.

And soon, they confirmed the truth:

The Sworn had left the Slums.

The elevators were broken.

They were trapped here.

Soon, the Slums started to show signs of life again.
People started walking the streets. Stores reopened.
Food was sparse, but production was ramping up.
Empire Fall and the Militia were on everyone’s lips.
They had become heroes. Of course, rumors twisted
the truth into legend:

how Bandit had wrestled ten Sworn soldiers
barehanded,

how Vera had stared down an entire army and
laughed,

how the band kept playing while the city burned
around them.

None of it was true, at least not exactly.



But down in the Slums, stories didn't need to be true.
They just needed to give people something to
believe in.

Flux felt like a thing of the past to Bandit now — well,
for the moment.

But music still mattered. More than before. Art
survives.

He wrote a song from Rentoth’s perspective called
“Lie”. It was about his mother.

Mads and Vera built a track around it on Mads's old
laptop. There was no guitar at first, but one of the
bodyguards raided the ruined warehouse and came
back with Vera’s, half-scorched but playable.

They started jamming in one of the side rooms of
the safe house.

One day, they decided to go back to their old
rehearsal space. Roman, Riker, Sophie, Aksel,
Rentoth, and one of the bodyguards tagged along.

It was wrecked — half the roof collapsed, carpets
still wet from rain, the smell of smoke and rust
hanging in the air. The speakers looked terrible, but
they still worked.

Vera slung her guitar and started the chords of Lie.
Bandit came in with the vocals, low and worn but
steady. Sophie sat next to him, leaning on his



shoulder as she sang the harmonies, her voice soft
enough to almost disappear into his.

Mads sat behind the rusty drum kit and played the
groove he'd programmed. Roman and Riker joined
in, watching Vera’'s hands to catch the changes. Aksel
picked up a small MIDI keyboard lying on the floor,
connected it to his brother's laptop, and started
playing the chords by ear just for fun.

Rentoth sat off to the side, listening to the song his
brother had written for him. He was feeling it deep
in his bones. No funny joke, no gratuitous insult.

The remaining bodyguard stood in the doorway,
keeping quiet watch on the street below.

Outside, passersby had started gathering, putting
two and two together. One kid asked the guard “Are
Bandit Mads and Vera really in there?”

Things were different now.

But it felt right.

Dissension had become harmony.

ZERO

On the Nowhere Level, suspended in the
atmosphere far above the 100th Floor, the leader of
the Sworn pondered what he had done. The
Authority Council was no more. The SRF was



defeated. The Slums were totally isolated, cut off
from the rest of Elderise.

But he wasn't interested in power.

He was interested in the prophecy.

He wanted salvation.

In his gigantic, sheer-walled office, he looked down
on the ecumenopolis, a cigar in his mouth. The
Priestess who had almost caught Bandit walked in.
“I'm sorry | failed you, master. | did not retrieve the
boy.”

“It's alright, Priestess. It wasn't time. Destiny will
deliver him and his brother to us exactly when it's
meant to. Destiny doesn't make mistakes. We will
need them both, and soon — but we can wait a little
longer. He will become stronger, more powerful, and
the brothers will grow closer. This is all good news.”
He sat back in his ancient leather chair. It looked like
a throne.

“Soon, the Gemini Curse will be fulfilled. Rentoth and
the boy will become the very thing they've spent
their whole lives trying to escape. Then, and only
then, will we all be saved.”



