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PROLOGUE 
 
 

The fear that strangles my heart is the only natural thing in 
this world.  

It wasn’t always so.  
My eyes have seen trees and golden sunlight and 

perfectly formed beasts free of mutation. 
Perhaps. 
I know, now, that some lies are easy to believe. Especially 

if you want to believe them.  
My fingers twitch at my side, remembering the texture of 

the fragile pages beneath them. I was not supposed to have 
discovered the book. It was not supposed to exist. Yet within 
its belly I had first seen real things, untainted things. Things 
that had long since disappeared by the time I was created at 
the Nursery. 

The book was dangerous – but only because it spoke the 
truth. 

Perhaps. 
I wonder if they have found it, hidden under stones and 

sand in the Edges. Destroyed it. Watched its frail parchment 
burn… 

It no longer matters. I will not get to touch it again, gaze 
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upon the vivid images within. Read its truth laid bare for an 
unprepared soul. 

I shake myself back into the present. My feet beat out an 
insistent rhythm against the smooth stones of the Trocadero. I 
hear it, even above the excited whispering and escalating 
murmurs of the thousands below. They have come to watch 
me be cured. Watch me be punished. 

Watch me die.  
The Execution Pillar looms before me. Bathed in a harsh, 

white light, it is unyielding, invulnerable. What all Elementals 
should be. What I should have been. My arms and legs are 
roughly pushed into place, the click of shackles snapping and 
echoing against the smooth stone.  

“Kane 148.” 
The Announcer calls my name, but she does not speak to 

me. This macabre spectacle has nothing to do with me. And 
everything to do with them. This is all for the thousands below 
– the compliant citizens of Otpor, the witnesses to my 
Execution, the silent and transfixed. This is their moment. 
Their reconditioning.  

“Kane 148, a Peacekeeper and Fire Elemental of the 
thirty-sixth generation, is deemed damaged and Heterodox. 
He is anathema and a threat to us all. Tonight he will be cured. 
Tonight we will be saved.” 

It is a manipulated story, framed within a manipulated 
system, for a manipulated population. Yes, I am a Fire 
Elemental, but I am more than that. I am a person. And 
Heterodoxy is not a disease that needs curing, but a truth that 
needs discovering.  

That has been their greatest achievement. They have 
convinced us that we are not people. That there is no greater 
collective than the Element that defines and separates us, to 
which we are assigned and conditioned. That this Orthodoxy 
is natural, and right, and destined. 
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It should bring me to rage, but I falter in finding a target 
for it.  

In truth, there is no “They” in the Cooperative of Otpor, 
no controlling government, no oppressive dictator. “They” 
have not manipulated us: we have manipulated ourselves. 

The buzz from below grows louder still. The crowd is 
now on the edge of an agitated frenzy. The Technicians have 
come to kill me. 

They approach with syringes in hand, the metal needles 
glinting in the white floodlights. I do not shrink away from 
them. Perhaps there is still some part of my Fire identity intact. 
Or maybe this small resistance comes from another place.  

It doesn’t matter. Nothing I do now will change what is 
to come. 

In the end, my life ceases with three small pricks of skin 
and a flood of warmth. There is some comfort in the liquid fire 
that flows and swells within my veins. A small comfort. Even 
after all of this, I still cling to my Element. 

And then there is nothing but blackness.  
And death embraces me.


