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— Synopsis of Book One —

Once again, I don’t know who will be reading this, only that you speak the Hellebes tongue. Probably far more of you this time, as I’ve learned how to store my Vault digitally. So if you have not read of my journey on Mani, I’ll get you up to speed.

My name is Lynchazel; Lyn for short. Mani, which you know as the silver moon, is my home. Mani turns on its axis with the lunar cycle, so our days are twenty-eight Gaea days long. An Energy Field protecting Mani creates auroras and clouds to keep a regular twenty-four-hour day–night cycle, along with rotating constellations that appear in the clouds. On Mani, magic makes the world go round, or more accurately, gives that illusion.

My people, the Legaleians, live on the circular continent of Argent, roughly three thousand miles in diameter, long thought to be our entire world. Nytaea, easternmost of the thirteen city-states of the Kystrean Empire, was run by a tyrant named Lord Kalceron. There, I was raised an orphan by the kind Lentha, who took care of my friends and me until our teenage years, when thieves suddenly came and burned it down. They killed Lentha, leaving only four of us alive. We fled, but were soon apprehended by Lord Kalceron’s Mage Guard, who’d been tracking me by my unusual white hair for unknown reasons.

They ambushed us, and in the ensuing fight my beastly strength manifested, a secret I’d kept all my life. Ever stronger than a normal Legaleian, I could call on a hidden strength to make my body move at incredible speeds or kick like a horse. Captain Hespian and Lieutenant Lorta fled using teleportation magic, taking my friends Mandrie and Phoebe and leaving only Kaen by my side. Rather than give me up to Lord Kalceron—the demanded ransom—we snuck into the Palace as servants to try to find and free our imprisoned friends.

Our efforts turned up nothing, yet I inexplicably befriended Princess Mydia, who was a secret supporter of the Underground movement and resented her father’s harsh rule (his own laws forbid citizenship to orphans like me and allowed for the murder and enslavement of many). Soon, I became Mydia’s new handmaiden, and subsequently met the most renowned mage scholar in the world: Rhidea, the Wandering Mage. Rhidea found out my secrets through cunning and questioning, and even became an ally, promising to help me search for my friends. Somehow, I fit into a long search that mirrored Kalceron’s.

Mydia herself was a water mage gifted with plants, but also had a Perception-based illusion ability inherited from her father. She told me of her brother, a fire-based High Mage who’d long been missing.

The story sparked a discovery: I possessed dormant fire magic—Coaction, the lesser of the two arts. But I could work up to full Authority, which the greatest magi wielded. Magic is subdivided into eight branches [see Appendix C].

In my dreams, a young girl showed me visions of my mother.

Including Kaen, Mydia and even the Underground into our plans, we at last located the girls and planned a breakout on the upcoming festival day, when two recently-exposed rebel leaders would be hanged. Soon as Kaen and I sprang our friends from prison, I realized Mydia was missing. Lady Lieda, Mydia’s stepmother, tried to stop me, but Rhidea came in and bound her in stone before barging into the throne room, where Lord Kalceron was questioning his daughter on my identity and whereabouts.

At the Wandering Mage’s defiance, Kalceron challenged her to a duel, and I fought Lorta and Hespian of the Mage Guard. When I had bested them with my savage strength and newfound ability to cast firebolts from my hands, a beaten Lord Kalceron retreated to his throne. His rage switched to Mydia and he almost slew her before Rhidea reached out with a streaking blade of silver and . . . Nytaea was without her governor.

Rhidea managed to secure a standstill between rebels and soldiers, mediating a bargain that saw Mydia as Queen Regent and Bart and Gaela of the Underground as her two secondary leaders. Following this coup came relative peace and tense deliberation between representatives noble and common.

Rhidea announced she would take a delegation to her lord, King Fenwel of Nemental, including the new queen, me and my friends. We crossed Storklance into Nemental, which borders the Sea of Emptiness on the east. Here, we negotiated with King Fenwel for military aid for our fledgling kingdom. More pertinently to me, we discussed Rhidea’s goal: A cure for our world.

Mani’s magic comes from the Wellspring of Life at the heart of the continent, deep under the capital city of Ti’Vaeth. Via the Four Rivers, it supplies water to the world as well as the very breath of life and magic. Magic had long been dwindling, mirroring a heightening disparity between male and female births (far more girls), and Rhidea sought a solution.

Rhidea and her lord suspected that I came from another world (Gaea), and believed that we needed to locate it to piece together Mani’s problem. The Wellspring held the key, or so we hoped.

Archlord Domon [see Appendix A] had sent threats to Nytaea. We regrouped with the council, deciding to leave for Ti’Vaeth soon to explain our purpose to Domon.

Mydia and her Queensguard accompanied us to Ti’Vaeth [see Appendix B].

There, we sought an audience at the palace. Rhidea was rejected immediately by the Archlord, so we resorted to studying the Hall of Eternity—the palace surrounding the Wellspring. Using a teleportation stone of Rhidea’s, we ascended to the highest wall that looks upon the great Sky Funnel where the water gushes out of a great pit.

Using her gravity Authority, we descended to the bottom and explored a labyrinth of tunnels. The next day, we returned to pinpoint the Wellspring’s entrance while Kaen and the soldiers made a distraction. They only led Domon’s soldiers right to us, who pursued us into the Well’s chamber. We fought in close quarters, descending a dark staircase, and I slipped and fell all the way to a dark pool. That pool was the Wellspring itself, now coated in black grime.

When the others reached me, they seemed to have made a truce. We inspected pillars carved with writing, caked in black grime, and a mural running the chamber’s circumference, telling a strange story of Mani’s past. We cleaned it and pieced together what we could:

Our people came from another world—Gaea—in some manner of pilgrimage, fleeing a force shown as a dragon. They brought the Wellspring from Gaea, granting Mani its elemental magic. A poem read:

To take the bait a world away,

A Wellspring hid amongst the grey,

We wait, remember, for the day,

For one millennium we stay.

This all posed more questions than answers. We needed to see the Archlord.

Corporal Harold and his men led us out, acting the dutiful captors, to his master. We got our audience, but he denied our treaty, threatening to end us all with his magic. Rhidea made a desperate gamble: An arm-wrestling match.

Intrigued, he accepted, and I won despite all his Authority working against me. Shocked, Domon agreed to a frank discussion, where we explained our goal: Gaea. Domon had made his infamous Dark Magic by corrupting the Wellspring in an attempt to protect Mani from a threat he foresaw. Deducing my Gaean descent from my uncanny strength, he vowed to help us reach Gaea, halting his invasion of Nytaea.

We left on a riverboat for Nytaea with three orbs of his making and an assassin bodyguard named Kymhar. Back in Nytaea, we informed the council of our news. Our destination would be Randhorn and then the sky isle of Scathii to learn how we could cross the Sea of Emptiness.

In Nytaea, my friends and I ambushed the thieves who’d torched our orphanage. Kaen almost killed their leader, Fraid, before I begged him to stop.

In Randhorn, we discussed engineering and magics with Fenwel’s mage scholars, then set off via the nearby port town. At Scathii, the village council welcomed us coldly, as is their way. We chanced upon a keen-minded boy who made wooden gliders, his kind uncle offering aid in achieving our insane dream of traversing the Sea of Emptiness. A few models later—and one near-death experience for me—we set off on gliders with the boy, Oliver, a wind mage. He utilized the updrafts to keep us aloft for hours as we sped toward the far horizon.

Miraculously, it appeared, and we landed at the edge of a giant forest. Beyond this was a plain, and above it hung a strange sight: A blue-and-green ball, like Sol but bigger. We posed as lost travelers in the distrustful villages, who directed us toward the center of their continent, Darsor. We crossed the mysterious circular Soul River, seeking the center of the Duchy of Halstar.

We bypassed the capital, entering the Land of Storms fraught with deadly lightning and rain. An orb of Domon’s absorbed the lightning for us, and we came safely to the Tower of Mani, atop which stood an arch carved with runes both Legaleian and Gaean. As I tried to use the mysterious power I could almost access, Kymhar turned on us, using one of our gifted orbs to summon his lord.

All turned to chaos. Rhidea held the dark emperor off; Kaen fought Kymhar. At last, I sparked something, fusing a link between worlds. The empty gate came to life just as an explosion rocked the tower and I tumbled through.

As I drifted unconscious, my dream assistant White coaxed me to accept my memories as my own. I realized that all the strange dreams I’d had of my mother were in fact memories, ones I had stored all my life in a place I couldn’t access while awake: my Vault. I relived the day Mother left me at Lentha’s orphanage—a heartbreaking scene, for she knew her death was near.

I awoke on Gaea to rebel soldiers Zent, Ccal and Bddo on a small island. A foreign sight. Unable to bridge the language barrier, I let them take me into captivity as Gaea’s heavy gravity pulled me into submission.

The rest is history.
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Ancestor

(Planet Gaea—Anier headquarters

Soldor 14, A.E. 1318, E120)

Mother Gaea felt a hand on her shoulder. She jerked, swiveling her head to see a familiar man stepping up beside her. He was tall with black hair combed neatly back, dressed tidily in a long-tailed suit, his every mannerism businesslike. “It’s time,” he said quietly.

She nodded. She tried to form a response, but it got stuck in her throat, so she shut her mouth and quietly followed the man. She was in the main Anier headquarters in what used to be the capital of Starklett, a grand city and one of the few places in the world the Anier had not yet abased. Well, aside from constructing their own buildings such as this. It was framed in metal and hideous to look at, with flat glass windows and no decorative style. As she followed the tall man through the hall, the electric lighting cast eerie, ominously flickering shadows on the floor.

Mother Gaea, as they called her, was not in the condition she once was. When they’d found her, she’d been but a girl of thirteen years, and she couldn’t be certain how many decades had passed. One could almost mistake her youthful face for that of a girl, but for the wrinkles and the scars, and her dark hair was now streaked with grey. On one hand, she felt as though she hadn’t aged a day, but on the other . . . she was beaten and worn, and her very bones told her so. How much longer could she keep living like this? How long until her body just disintegrated into dust and blew away on the wind?

“The creature is being kept under the tightest security,” the man said out of nowhere, turning to look at her as he walked. “You are in no danger.”

“Thanks,” she mumbled. They had told her many things about these incredible life-forms that could destroy or save humanity, but she didn’t know what to believe anymore. Did her beliefs matter? Her feelings? No. She couldn’t save a single soul. But . . . danger to her? That was the farthest worry from her mind.

The tall man led her down one last hallway with warning signs labeling the walls, and finally through a door marked: Test Subjects—Do not enter without armed protection. Inside, filtered electric lights cast an unsettling blue glare around a long chamber with many large glass tanks lining one wall. At the end was a T, and as they approached it, they met up with two more of the Anier and a half-dozen armed guardsmen, who stood watching something in a cage. A big cage, some ten feet tall and spanning the width between one wall and the other.

Mother Gaea frowned, trying to get a view of the cage and the creature contained therein. A rising lump in her throat and a feeling of dread told her she didn’t want to see it, yet at the same time it triggered her scientist’s fascination. She glanced back at the man who had led her there, and then moved forward, maneuvering around the stout guards to get a view of the cage.

When she did, she gasped.

The two other Anier turned to look at her, and one said, “This, Mother Gaea, is a Cydenges. Look well.”

She wanted to tear her eyes away from it, but she couldn’t. It was terrible . . . but beautiful as well, as though designed by a skilled artist. A predator of enormous size, capable of mass-destruction.

The well-dressed man who had led her to the containment room said, “The cage is heavily reinforced and lined with copper, which has proven to be the only insulant effective at inhibiting their energy manipulation abilities. That is their most feared trait, after all.”

Mother Gaea nodded with a gulp. They had already attacked multiple times, and she had seen the destruction the Cydenges could wreak upon Gaea, but never had she laid eyes on one. Look well. She did just that. This was the future of Gaea, after all. One way or another.

꧁꧂​
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Zent

Finhal 1, 1294:

Another terrifying dream beset me last night . . . Mother had disappeared, and I followed a trail of blood through the house and out into the night. It was a moonlit night, yet the groping shadows seemed darker than usual. I was scared and sorely troubled, calling out, “Mother!” repeatedly, to no effect. I never found her before waking up.

— From Lhinde’s Diary

(From the Vault of Lyn of Nytaea, Mother Heiress

Manidor 5, 2337)

I don’t like prison.

Having avoided prison all my life, I found this out when the Gaean League and their kind Emperor saw fit to throw me in jail for being a visitor from another planet. Shockingly, the feeling only grew with each passing day.

I sighed, thumping my head back against the concrete wall of my containment cell. “I’ve got to get out of here. I’ll go crazy.”

What am I thinking, I already am crazy, I thought to myself with a shake of my head.

“No, you’re not, Lyn.” I mean . . . I’m not.

Another sigh passed my lips. What a mess. Why did it have to turn out like this? Rhidea was supposed to be here. She could solve everything. Kaen, Mydia, Oliver, they all should have been here. Well, Oliver still should have been back on his home island on Mani, but that was a different story altogether. The sky islands . . . man, that seemed an eternity ago. I was starting to forget the events that had happened to us a mere few months ago.

No, you’re not. You know better, Lyn. You don’t forget—you just want peace when you dream.

My hair was longer now, like it or not. I distinctly remember not having to tie it with three separate ties, nor being able to stretch my feet all the way out and play with my toes using my ponytail from a relaxed position. I didn’t have anything at my disposal to cut the silver mane with. It had been growing avidly ever since I came to Planet Gaea. It could be a tad annoying . . . and dirty, most of the time. They didn’t exactly give me many opportunities to wash myself. But oh well. I didn’t smell that bad anyway . . . or had I just gotten used to my own stench?

Lyn . . . you’ve really got to stop having conversations with yourself in your head.

I bit back a retort and resumed fiddling with my hair once more, tapping the end of it against the stone floor. Reinforced stone. I needed to get out, and deep inside I was desperate, but I tried to cover it up and not think about it. This place might look like any old cell, but the Hellebes knew well how to keep one of their own people—including half-breeds—contained. A little bit of steel mesh, little bit of cement, little bit of copper—which is supposed to weaken Hellebes—and some more cement overtop.

All this to say, I wasn’t breaking out of here. I had already tried on three separate occasions, and each time they only put me in a stronger cell. A weak Hellebes half-breed like me couldn’t do much more than crack the concrete. Back on Mani, I recalled twisting cell bars apart to rescue Mandrie, but here in my cell, I was fenced in by two rows of waffle-pattern steel bars, each as thick as a human bone and spaced only a hand’s breadth apart. Escape was hopeless. Silver and steel are . . . not the same in strength, I’ve learned.

As my mind wandered, I absently tapped the floor with my index finger, harder and harder. I really didn’t know why I was in such a bad mood today. Not hormones, not sickness, and every day in this cell was just like another. Once in a while, they used to take me out and run tests on me like a lab rat, but they seemed to have forgotten that their one and only female even existed at this point. It was hard to believe I was really the only woman on Gaea. If I was so important, then why did they ignore me while I rotted away in this insanity-inducing chamber?

I had just decided to lie down on my luxurious cot for a siesta when I heard it: Footsteps coming from outside in the hallway. From the left side. Not a guard—these steps were too quick, too purposeful.

I lay my head down, rolling onto my side, and pretended to be resting while actually keeping one eye partially open. I was mildly curious to know who passed through and when, if only to keep my atrophying mind busy. Soon, I saw the figure approaching. Large and powerfully built like most Hellebes, his hair was cropped short and he wore a military uniform complete with a blaster at his belt and camera and microphone on his lapel. The chevrons on his shoulder marked him as an officer. But he looked . . . familiar.

The officer stopped in front of my cell and turned his face toward me, eyeing my prone form with a calculating look. A . . . soft look, though, for a Hellebes. Softer, anyway. He had prominent features and dark eyes.

“Prisoner,” he began in a deep, gruff voice. A familiar voice. Why couldn’t I think of . . .

My eyes grew wide in recognition and I opened my mouth to speak, but the man coughed and made a quick shhh signal over his mouth before withdrawing his hand, hiding it from the overhead cameras. They were positioned to point down at my cell, and his body cam would point outward.

I leaned up, as though grumpy that I’d been disturbed from such a good nap.

“I am Captain Zent,” he said, “From district twenty-two, sector five. Since it came to my attention that the Mother Heiress was transferred to this facility here in Haccolces, and considering that my sector directly borders this one, I thought it prudent to come and see for myself what kind of monster you are. To think that the next Mother would come from one of the moons, and in this sorry state. You’re not half as tall as your statues.”

It took me a moment to translate the captain’s words in my head. The more he spoke, the more my mind grew reaccustomed to the Hellebes tongue. If I weren’t kept in captivity all the time, I would have been completely fluent by now. As it was, it took me but a few moments to catch on and shift mental gears. One of the moons . . . another thing that was hard to wrap my mind around. Not only had the world I’d grown up in turned out to be this planet’s moon, but Mani had a sister moon: Luna.

I kept my face as neutral as I could, partly because he clearly did not want to make anything of his connection to me (for reasons I didn’t yet know), and partly because I wasn’t sure how much I could trust him. But there was no mistaking it—this was the same Captain Zent I had met three months back when I awoke on Gatewatch Isle. The same man who taken me in, however briefly, the only man on the planet who had shown me any level of respect. It’d been so long that I . . . well, hadn’t forgotten so much as just didn’t remember him.

I need to keep better tabs on my memories when I dream. I stuck the note in my mental mailbox, hoping White received it. She could be quite absent-minded.

Yes, that’s a joke. If you’ve read my previous journals, which I recorded in captivity, you’d get it.

Glancing down at the floor, I mumbled, “I’m not a monster. You Hellebes are the real monsters.” I was only partly acting—that was how I felt toward my mother’s race as a whole—yet I felt a small tickle of guilt at aiming that resentment toward my one possible ally in the whole world.

Speaking of, why was he here?

“I can see why you might think that,” continued the captain. “But you know that it is for the good of the race that the Senate had you incarcerated. You are the last hope of the Hellebes, after all.”

Zent locked eyes with me and mouthed the words, I haven’t forgotten.

And it clicked. I recalled the last thing he had told me: “Lyn, I’m sorry it has to be this way, but I can’t do anything to get you out of this. I don’t have the authority or support to hide you from the Senate and keep them away. But I will return to free you.”

“To think that after all this time, we found you again,” he continued, stepping closer to put two hands on the bars of my cell. “Well, I hope they’re not treating you too terribly in there. Oh, and here is a little something to keep you busy. A note on the test results so far. I’m not allowed to share much, of course.” He bent down and slid a folded piece of paper through the bars.

I simply glanced down at it, making no move to retrieve it, biting back my curiosity. Was that really all the note was? They wouldn’t feel inclined to show me results of tests done ages ago. “Is that all you have to say, Captain?” I said in a bored but careful tone.

“Yes. I may return soon. Until then.” Zent gave a meaningful wink for my eyes alone, turned, and left the way he had come.

He would . . . return.

Return. To free me.

As soon as the captain was gone, I arose from my cot and swiftly retrieved the folded note. Careful to angle it away from any cameras, I unfolded it and looked at the writing inside—which was machine printed in fine print—with as little interest as I could feign. It read:

Lynchazel,

We, the Red Horizon, have been trying to get through the right officers and officials of the Gaean League to get you out of there. None of these attempts have yielded any results. However, our plan to break you out is finally coming to fruition, with the necessary support, money and suppliers to execute the plan. All that’s left is for you to wait until 22:00 tonight and wait for the sparks—we will overload the circuits of all nearby cells and hallways, nullifying the prison’s surveillance measures. We will send in a small team. Be ready, be watchful.

—Zent

The Red Horizon. I smiled faintly as I read it, and then crumpled up the paper and shredded it with my too-long fingernails, trying to look as though angrily tearing up a useless sheet of paper.

22:00 tonight. Boy oh boy, would I be ready.

I couldn’t believe I was actually getting out of here. I tried to calm my nerves and tell myself that there was a chance they would not come through. Or the whole thing could go wrong, and it would only end up with Zent’s companions killed or imprisoned like me—they wouldn’t kill a valuable specimen like myself, but who knew what they would do to those bold enough to break right into a top-secret military prison?

The time ticked slowly by, from afternoon until nighttime. I was on edge, jumping at the slightest noise and looking anxiously at the clock on the opposite wall from my cell.

Why was waiting always so hard?
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Breakout Op

Firven 11, 1294:

Today, the Starklett Knights were supposed to be holding duels at the castle. I was so very anxious to go, but Father forbade me. Probably because of those recent kidnappings. So here I wait for Mother to give me more chores to do. I shall go make a cup of tea to take my mind off it.

— From Lhinde’s Diary

22:00. Finally.

I waited breathlessly, eager to hear some sound of rescue . . . and there it was—the sparks. The cameras popped and crackled with electrical noises, and I knew they were out of commission. And then . . .

Fast, light footsteps echoed from the corridor on the right. Well, light for Hellebes—most of whom weighed at least twice what I did.

Soon, three Hellebes soldiers came into view, outfitted in stealth gear, heat blasters, long-barreled energy rifles, and . . . something similar but with a horseshoe-shaped end. I didn’t know what that was for.

One of the men was none other than Captain Zent. He grinned at me through the cell bars and said, “Finally arrived. Thought we’d never come for you?”

“Yes,” I said truthfully, standing up and stretching. Bones popped in a series of crunches through my back, shoulders and knuckles. I tilted my head from side to side and shook my legs out. It’d been a while since my body had seen any real use, and I was restless. “So . . . how are you going to break me out?”

One of Zent’s men held up his horseshoe-tipped tool and pressed a trigger. Red-and-white electricity arced from between the forks, causing me to shy away.

“Oh,” I said. “Okay, go ahead.”

The two soldiers with Zent set about using the tools, which they called arc-blasters, to saw through the metal bars like butter. In less than a minute, they had a section two-feet-wide by four-feet-tall cut out, and the two men stepped back to let the larger Zent rip the bars off with a heave. He set them beside the hole and motioned me out. “Follow close.”

I ducked through the gap in the steel bars, turning sideways to fit my wide-shouldered frame through. I was not nearly as large as the men, but I still wouldn’t have fit through front-ways.

Zent introduced me briefly to his two men. “Lynchazel, this is Bddo, and this is Ccal. You might remember them from when we first met.”

I hesitated briefly. On the island . . . Yes, I did recognize them. I nodded to each. “I’m Lynchazel. Thank you very much for coming to my rescue. Thought I’d lose my mind in that cell.”

Zent clapped me on the shoulder with a massive hand. “We would have come sooner if we had the chance.”

I nodded. “I understand. Thanks.”

He removed his hand and turned. “Now, we should be going. They’ve surely raised the alarm by now.”

Of course, I realized. With the electricity off, there are no alarms blaring here. “I’ll follow you guys,” I said. “But . . . why blow the power? Why not just jam the cameras?”

“Could’ve done that,” said Bddo, the lankier of the two soldiers, “But either way, these chaps are going to know something is up and immediately suspect sabotage. I mean, they’d be right.”

Ccal, the broader, dark-haired Hellebes, grunted as we ducked down a corridor. “They’ll be coming after us pretty soon.”

They took off, and I followed as quickly as I could. My legs felt sluggish, as though readjusting to the heavy gravity of Gaea, and my awkward gown they had me dressed in didn’t help anything. Couldn’t a body get any decent clothes around here?

Ccal conversed with someone over his radio in short bursts as we went, probably more rebels at Red Horizon headquarters, wherever that was.

Suddenly, footsteps sounded from up ahead, and a group of guards emerged from an adjoining hallway, dressed in thick, armored grey suits and armed with blasters. Zent and Bddo already had their own guns out and took out two of the men just as the first shouting began.

“Get down!” Ccal hissed to me, grabbing my arm as he fired off his own shot.

With the emergence of another guard into view, there were a total of six. As I watched, Zent took out two more with heavy blasts of his two-handed pistol. The bright shots punched straight through the enemy’s armor, seeming to melt it, though there was no knockback on impact.

A few more shots, and six guards lay dead on the floor. I found myself struggling to take a breath, standing half crouched and watching the swift devastation unleashed by my rescuers’ weapons. “How did . . .?”

“They’re modded,” Bddo said, hitting his long blaster on the side of the barrel and wincing. “Hot. We remove the heat triggers, among other things. Buggers’ll overheat like the dickens, but they pack a punch.”

“C’mon, let’s move,” Ccal said, scrambling ahead. 

From here, we kept to the sides of the hallways, taking a couple more turns before hearing more shouting guardsmen. Captain Zent led us through a small door and up an access stairwell one, two, three floors above. Slowly, carefully, Zent and Bddo peeked out the door, weapons first. Bddo muttered something that might have been a curse and pulled back, yanking his captain down. “Two on the left, Cap. Comin’ this way.”

Ccal gave me a quick shh signal. I hadn’t moved from my perch on the top stair.

At a nod from Zent, Bddo poked his head back out and fired off a flurry of four blasts before dropping his blaster. Once again, I didn’t catch what he muttered, but it didn’t sound happy. Then he said, “They’re down. We’re clear.”

The four of us hustled out, navigating a wide room lined with shelves and a couple of desks bearing monitors and keyboards. A few more doors led us out into what appeared to be a . . . docking bay? I was a little shaky on terminology, but the wall to the right was lined with large bay doors, and more vehicles than I could name were arrayed opposite them. Many of them were flying vehicles. The ceiling had rectangular shutters whose function I was pretty sure I could guess.

And guards. None seemed to see us yet, but a few stood nervously near doors, though some may have been off trying to capture us . . . or they were dead now.

“We should be able to get to the ship without alerting anyone,” Zent said, beginning to tiptoe down the flight of stairs that led from the door to the hangar floor. “Keep your eyes peeled and blasters ready.”

I glanced around the cavernous hangar as I followed them, trying to be quiet. Not that I could make as much noise as the three hulking men in their armor even if I tried. I wasn’t sure which ship Zent had pointed out until we got closer. Plated in a silvery metal, it was a relatively small craft bearing four compact thrusters and a sleek nose, with a glass panel reaching from side to side. It rested in a landing dock with stairs leading into the two doors on its left side. Bddo opened the back door and waved me in, following after. Zent took the control seat.

No sooner had he started the engine than a voice called out over a loudspeaker: “Halt! No craft in or out of the prison until the premises are secured.”

Ccal, opposite the captain, hit a series of buttons on his radio. “Roger that. We’ll stand by till the all-clear.” Immediately, he switched channels and gave instructions to someone from the Red Horizon.

“Uh . . .” I glanced around nervously as guards began to gather. Something told me Ccal’s response had not satisfied the prison guards.

“Don’t worry ‘bout them, mate,” Bddo said nonchalantly. “Just buckle up and hold onto your seat.”

I fumbled with my seatbelt, and he helped me to secure it. “Thanks,” I said, “but what is—”

No sooner did I begin to speak than a large crash! sounded from above us, and an entire wall blew in. Green sparks and shrapnel flew from the ceiling as metal panels peeled inwards, creaking and snapping following the blast. Smoke gushed in from outside. Alarms wailed.

“That’d be the boys,” said Bddo.

“And our cue,” added Zent, engaging the thrusters.
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Merry Chase

Firven 14, 1294:

Some very unsettling men came to town today and spoke with my mother and father. I cannot say what they wanted, but I hope they never come back.

— From Lhinde’s Diary

We zipped out of the hangar through the new hole in the wall, passing through the billows of smoke, which gave us cover for our escape. In a few seconds, we were out of the smoke and I got my first glimpse of the city.

Haccolces was strange beyond my imagining. I had never actually seen the capital city on my way in, only glimpses of a large complex on my way into the prison. This was . . . I couldn’t describe what I felt as I took it in. Structure after structure reaching high into the sky all around us. Smoke billowing from a multitude of towering stacks, lights flaring from a thousand pinpricks on other walls, and . . . metal. So much metal. Steel? They did call it the Steel City, after all. I had only learned about the alloy recently, after coming to Gaea, as we didn’t have it back on Mani—only the sparest traces of iron, and they were rarer than gold. Some buildings in Haccolces were constructed mostly of concrete, while others seemed to be entirely made of steel or a similar metal.

The sky above Haccolces, nearly the full dark of night, rippled with angry clouds, roiling and churning restlessly as they stretched farther than I could see. The smoke from the stacks rose up and mixed with them to form a picture of industrialization so alien to me that I could only watch in stunned silence as Zent flew us out of the city. Above it all was one last technological marvel I couldn’t explain: A gigantic, transparent red shield stretching across the entire city. A great dome that encapsulated the entire metropolis. I had heard it referenced before by men in the labs, but . . .

We were flying right for it.

“Don’t worry,” Bddo told me, “We’ll bust right through that shield. Watch.”

“We don’t call her the Shieldbuster for nothing,” Zent said, hitting a red button on the center console of the ship just as we approached the edge of the city. The shield wall flickered before us, visible patterns running through it.

Suddenly, the red dome pulsed, and two towers along the city’s wall went out, taking a good chunk of the field with it. The towers seemed to be what supplied power to the shield. The shield faded in front of us, staticky webs reaching between the gaps.

Zent pressed another button and fired two missiles from our ship. They shot forwards and crashed into the shield wall, breaking it open before us, and we passed through the breach.

“Yeah!” Bddo shouted. To me, he added, “We spent years developing the right frequencies for a pulse to take out those towers.”

Zent looked back from his pilot’s seat. “That’s how we take back the Mother!”

Ccal, seated opposite his captain, was paying attention to the radar screen on the dash. “Uh, Cap? Little problem.”

Zent glanced down with a Hellebes curse. “Two of ‘em, directly behind us. And it had to be Stormhawks . . . Are the operatives still in the city?”

Ccal shook his head. “Already gone.”

“Hang on,” Zent called.

Bddo looked at me and pursed his lips. He was about to say something when Zent suddenly swung the ship into a rotating barrel turn to the right.

The tumble jarred me, and I threw my hands out, tensing my whole body to brace. It felt as though my brain were spinning around in a carriage wheel. But no sooner had Zent acted than a burst of green streaks flew by the left window. They probably would have missed us anyway, but I couldn’t say. When we came out of the roll, Zent rammed his steering lever forward, sending us into a sudden dive. He proceeded with another set of evasive maneuvers as more beams passed overhead.

“We don’t have guns on this ship?” I asked in panic.

“Nope,” Bddo replied. “Not omnidirectional ones.”

Before I could work out what that word meant, Zent engaged the thrusters to full and shot forward once more, throwing me backward in my seat. “Oh, this is not comfortable,” I muttered as my stomach lurched.

“They’re still in pursuit,” Ccal warned the captain.

Zent did not answer, continuing to grip the controls tightly and keep an eye on the dash monitor, slowly taking us down in altitude.

No beams hit us, so I took that as a good sign and cautiously looked below us, then out at the surrounding landscape. Now that Zent wasn’t doing quite such crazy maneuvers, I had an opportunity. And . . . what a sight. It was a mountainous land this side of Haccolces—southeastward—tapering downward mile by mile in topography, with ridges of varying height sprawling outward. Some of the taller peaks, already above us, were capped in snow, below which stretched naked rock. We didn’t have that much pure stone on Mani, I was sure of that. Below this layer stretched green forest, however, and finally deep valleys too misted over to make out the bottoms. As far as I could see, there was nothing but wilderness.

Green wilderness. I still wasn’t used to the color. The dark of night muted it, but it remained distinctive.

We flew at a wide angle toward one of the nearby mountain peaks, taking brief cover behind the snow-laden stone before shooting for the next highest peak. Zent was taking us down to the valleys.

“Think we can shake them here?” Ccal asked.

“Don’t know, but I’ll try,” Zent replied, navigating past rocky cliffs. As we passed, I marveled at the intricate strata making up the stone: Burnt orange, brown and white.

“Where are we?” I asked Bddo.

The lanky Hellebes shrugged. “Just southeast of Haccolces. Still smack in the midst of North Terrol. Couldn’t tell you more than that.”

North Terrol. One of the four major continents of Gaea, home to Haccolces and one other city . . . Haven? Yes, that sounds right.

“They call these the Rooting Valleys,” Zent informed me. “Trying to lose our pursuers right now, but . . . ugh, those Stormhawks are just as fast as this old girl.” He proceeded to weave in and out of consecutive close rock outcroppings, displaying what must have been years of skill with the flying machines.

Well, he did say he’d been with the Red Horizon for fifteen years, I recalled, trying to keep my head from whipping to either side. In fact, if what he’d told me a few months back was true, he knew my mother and father. So far, I hadn’t managed to dig up any information on him in my memories of what Mother had told me as a child . . . Photographic memory had its limits when she had only given me so much information to go on, not to mention I still had trouble accessing my Memory Vault.

Looking out, I saw we were getting out of the mid-sized mountains and into the forested foothills of one of the verdant valleys. Below us lay a blanket of fog, reminding me of the day I’d flown over the Great Chasm of Mani with Oliver on his glider . . . Oh, I missed that little upstart.

“Hurray for fog,” Bddo said unexcitedly.

“Not like they can’t find us with their instruments,” Ccal pointed out.

“I’ll take what we can get,” Zent said in a stressed tone. “We just—” He cut off as the ship lurched suddenly and a warning light began to flicker on the dash. “Blast! Now of all times.” He quickly flipped a few sliders and switches on the dash, adjusting the ship’s individual engine output.

I said nothing, only gritted my teeth and waited to hear that we were going to crash and die.

“Might be able to make it,” Zent said. “The shields took most of the damage.”

“Those are powerful beams, Cap.”

We continued to glide through the fog at a fast clip, though I could feel the ship limping a bit. Soon, however, we took another hit amidst a volley of enemy fire, and I heard something explode that should not be exploding.

“Aw, this ain’t good,” Bddo said, hanging his head. “Kid, get ready to make a sudden, unintended collision with some stone. Maybe a tree if we’re lucky.”

“Shut up back there,” Zent yelled, yanking on his controls. “Trying to slow her down, but we don’t want to be shot again . . . It’s showing a flat place up ahead; we can make a controlled crash there.”

“How controlled?” I demanded. “What do I do?”

“Nothing, kid,” Ccal snapped. “We’re gonna use Geokinesis. Just brace yourself.”

I did, stamping my feet into the metal floor and jamming my head back against the headrest. My heart beat wildly in my chest, as though trying to keep rhythm with the sputtering of our single engine. The ship began to spin uncontrollably despite Zent’s best efforts, and soon . . .

BAM!

My whole body jolted, and the noise of the impact hurt my ears. I think the ship tumbled half onto its side, as I was suddenly hanging to the left. But we had stopped. Slowly, I opened my eyes to see that my companions and I seemed to be intact, and even the ship, except for a large spiderweb of cracks running across the glass.

Then I noticed the green glow around us. Ccal and Bddo both wore faces of intense concentration, only now easing up, and around them streamed green energy like a floating liquid. It dissipated quickly, seeming to sink back into the ground, running straight through the ship’s hull. I wondered briefly what this phenomenon was, before Ccal looked down at me and said, “Geokinesis. Comes in handy. I assume you don’t know how to use it yet?”

I shook my head, an awkward motion from this angle. I’d heard the word, but knew only vaguely what it was.

“Well, let’s get out first,” Zent said. “And quickly. Hopefully, they’ll assume us dead, but we can’t be sure. We do have the Mother Heiress, after all.”

“Yeah, why would they do that?” Bddo grumbled. “Considering our cargo and all.”

Zent did not reply. Instead, he proceeded to heave himself free from his seat, holding it with two heavily-muscled arms as he kicked both doors free, the ones now facing upward and accessible.

The rest of us did likewise, working our buckles free and climbing one at a time out of the ship. Bddo hauled a bag of what I assumed to be provisions out of the hull. The drop to the ground was a solid ten feet, which on Gaea felt like forty. The men took it in stride, but I would have stumbled without my mystery strength, which I now suspected to be Geokinesis, to enhance my feet.

We were deep in a forest at the bottom of the Rooting Valleys. The ship itself had lurched up against a massive tree whose top was shrouded in the misty cover. Its leaves, lit by the lights of our busted ship, were some shade of green like the others scattered around, and more than my own height in length. The vegetation on Gaea was truly something to behold. Dark green moss squelched underfoot.

Zent shut off the flickering floodlights of the ship and led us away, uphill toward . . . the way we had been heading? I wasn’t sure. My sense of direction was thoroughly skewed, though I was able to walk just fine, with only minor bruises to attribute to the crash. Just shaken up a bit.

“Anyone hear them?” Ccal asked, scanning the foggy sky.

I shook my head, looking around as I followed my companions. I couldn’t hear the drone of engines or the sparking noise of blaster fire colliding with the mountains anymore. All was still, save for our feet splurtching in the wet mossy valley floor and the chirping of . . . birds? Insects? Did frogs make that kind of sound? I was pretty sure they had frogs here on Gaea.

“I think the buggers’re gone,” Bddo said at length. “What do we do now, Cap?”

Zent stopped, turning his head both directions and listening for a moment. “For now, we’re stranded.”

​
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In the Rooting Valleys

Firven 18, 1294:

My home. My beautiful home . . . they have burned it to the ground. I can scarce believe it. I know not the whereabouts of Mother and Father, and I’m trying my best to be strong and not panic. The Anier attacked us two days back. They shot out the windows and door with their new . . . muskets? They shot Father, and he wasn’t moving, but I know he’ll be all right. Mother was still there, and I know she must have gotten him out and taken him to safety and be nursing him at this moment. But the house, it’s gone, burnt to cinders! They torched the whole thing after desecrating it with their horrible weapons. I feel miserable and scared because I don’t know why they want me or where I am being taken.

— From Lhinde’s Diary

In the end, we decided to camp for the night. In the middle of a foggy, creepy valley. (Trust me, it was creepy at night.)

Zent and Ccal tried for hours to send coded radio signals, but none seemed to be getting through. We even discussed making some smoke signals in the morning to see if the rebels’ satellites would pick them up, but that was far too risky. The Gaean League knew roughly where we were; the Red Horizon did not.

So we holed up in a cavern on one side of the valley, whose roof overhung just enough to give us shelter from the rain, should it decide to pour down upon us. Zent said that it was common in this area. We sat around a fire that I’d helped Bddo to make, listening to the chirping of the bog crickets and tree frogs. Bddo had enlightened me as to their identities. And no, they were apparently not good to eat.

The sack had indeed contained food, but precious little else in regards to comfort. There was a spare suit in there that they’d brought along for me, for which I was very grateful. I took it, searching around for the best place to change despite their blank looks. Idiots. They didn’t even know what a woman was, much less how to treat one modestly. Finally, I went a short hike outside the cave into the fog and put the suit on. It was composed of elastic black pants, a shirt and a long-sleeved jacket, all of which were probably made to fit the smallest of Hellebes, in other words someone bigger than me. Oh well. I stuffed my prison clothes behind a tree and walked back to the fire, frowning as I tested the fit. I’d never worn anything so stretchy in my life, let alone halfway formfitting. We’d brought sheets of moss up from the boggy areas to dry by the fire, and I plopped myself down on my own sheet. It would be comfortable enough for my tired back after this hectic day. Not to mention I was used to prison comforts, or lack thereof.

“So, mate,” Bddo said at one point. “What’s it like being female?”

The question took me by surprise so much that I gave a sputtering laugh. “Where did that come from?”

The lanky Hellebes shrugged. “Just thought I’d ask. Seeing as, y’know, you’re the only one alive.”

Oh. Right. I nodded. “I try to forget about that. I guess you’ve got a point, huh?” I tried to think of an answer to give him, but I couldn’t come up with anything that wasn’t exceedingly awkward. “I don’t know. I suppose I mostly just feel like an outsider here. Like—like I’m home, but I don’t belong.”

Bddo looked like he wanted to say more, but he gave a pursed-lip nod that said, Fair enough.

He started to say something more, but Ccal grabbed his arm. “Just stop, man. She’s obviously overwhelmed.”

I smiled despite myself. With a grunt, I leaned back against the moss I’d dragged up. “How do you guys manage living here? With the heavy gravity?”

Three heads swiveled my way. “We’re raised with it,” Bddo said. “Not much we can do about it. To us, this just feels normal.”

“You’re from off-planet,” Zent said. “It’s going to take time to get used to. We’ll get you acclimated eventually. As a female, you’re naturally weaker, and as a half-blood, you’re at an even bigger physical disadvantage. But once you learn to control your Geokinetic powers, you’ll be unstoppable.”

“Why is that?” I asked.

“Because female Hellebes are supposed to be crazy strong,” Ccal said. “No limits.”

“No limits, huh?” I raised a hand up, turning my forearm and clenching my fingers. “Sounds nice. I don’t know, I feel pretty exhausted.”

“Once you master Geokinesis, it will keep you going for days,” Zent explained. “I’ll bet you’re pretty hungry already, too.”

“What, you aren’t?”

“Here,” he said, handing me a decidedly sketchy foil-packaged snack. Not as sketchy as the ones I’d eaten in the Haccolces facility, of course, so I took it gratefully. “Now, before you eat that, I want you to focus. You already know how to use Geokinesis a little bit instinctively. Focus on that energy beneath your feet and just sort of feel it.”

Instinctively? How could he know that? I eyed the captain silently, trying to do as he instructed. I could feel it like a rushing river far below, flowing in every direction. I’d sensed it in Haccolces, but I’d taken it for granted as another strange feature of Gaea. “All right, now what?”

“Pull from it. Slowly, just a bit. Don’t use it; just pull.”

“Ok.” I . . . supposed I did know how to do that on impulse. I drew from the planetary energy of Gaea, sucking it into my body through my palms, and my skin began to glow ever so faintly with wispy green light—a phenomenon I’d never observed back on Mani. There, I had hungered for this but never truly gotten it. It felt . . . good. Comforting.

“There you go. That will tide you over for a while at a time, and if you draw just a bit all day, you can keep your metabolism going even without food.”

I looked down at the pre-packaged meal in my hand. “So . . .”

“Go ahead and eat it,” Ccal said. “You need whatever you can get until you’re up to speed.”

I unwrapped the meal and ate the hard, brown bar inside. It was dry and crunchy, but didn’t taste any worse than it looked. Soon, my stomach no longer grumbled at all. I kept up the small intake of planetary energy as instructed. “So, Ccal, Bddo, what’s your story?” I asked. “How’d you end up with the rebels?”

The two soldiers looked at one another. “Well,” Bddo said after a moment, “We’re in the Gaean Air Force, just like the captain here. Or . . . were, before that all went in the dumpster today. But we’re also Red Horizon.”

I nodded. I had gathered that much already.

“We joined the Red Horizon six years back after Cap took us into his confidence,” Ccal added. “I’m the one that convinced this idiot to join.”

“That’s only ‘cos I’d never been a rebel before,” Bddo objected.

“Sure it was.”

“They are under my command in the Air Force,” Zent explained. “We all lead another life in the Red Horizon. Needless to say, we don’t actually get back to HQ often. With my military rank, I was able to get the three of us on gatewatch duty very often.”

“Right,” Ccal said, “and Cap would just leave us there on that Mother-forsaken rock and head out for meetings with the Red Horizon.”

“Doesn’t the Senate keep pretty close tabs on the island?” I asked.

“You’d be surprised,” Zent said. “Technically, the Senate considers it a key location, but as long as they have someone guarding it, they don’t care too much. No cameras on the whole premises, no weaponry.”

I frowned. Something about that seemed strange.

That night as my body slept, I retreated to my Vault.

Nobody has them back on Mani. It took me all the way up to my arrival on Gaea to come to grips with my ability. The Legaleians store memories in their brains just like us, only . . . we Hellebes don’t forget them. We never forget.

It’s just that I was the only Hellebes who couldn’t access my Vault all the time. Only when asleep. I took it to be a side effect of being a half-breed.

For me, the place was a dream world shrouded in mist. It looked slightly different each time, but tonight the floor was made of craggy rocks, possibly my mind subconsciously telling me that I should be sleeping in a more comfortable location. And, as always, there she was: White, my assistant figment who kept me sane. She appeared as a young girl, maybe ten years old, dressed in white and wearing her waist-length pearly hair straight like normal.

“Hello, Lyn,” she greeted me warmly.

“White, I want to know about that island, the one with the Gate of Gaea where I wound up after the explosion.”

The girl looked up briefly. “Mmm, you’re out of luck, then. All you’ve got is what the guys said last night and a few comments from the background as you were escorted between labs. Gatewatch Isle doesn’t get talked about much.”

I started to ask if she could play them when I suddenly heard the exact audio in my head from weeks past:

“. . . That island is but a relic of the past now. More like a dead crime scene. No one expected the child to actually . . .” A snippet I’d caught from one of the doctors who had examined me on more than one occasion.

“. . . Gatewatch Isle are all quarantined . . .” This one I had only caught as a tiny snippet.

There were a couple more references, but no meaningful context or information to go along with them.

“Anything else you want to see?” White asked, looking up at me patiently.

I took a dream breath and began rattling off my list to my assistant. I basically just wanted to go back through all the early memories I had from my first year of life with my mother, when she used to tell me information to reference later in life. I could not say if she had predicted my inability to access my Vault by instinct.

The first thing I did was run through all the Gaean terminology that would be useful to know, struggling through the harder words and paying close attention to the context. She had often gone out of her way to explain terms and topics, but sometimes she would get lost in her own familiarity with her world. After all, she had been almost like a . . . I really didn’t know what, other than the progenitor of all Hellebes in some capacity. They kept her in a lab where they harvested her eggs somehow? And, according to Haccolces scientists, she’d been kept alive for centuries and played a key role in the Gaean Elites’ control of the world. So surely she had far more knowledge than she was reasonably able to pass down to me.

There was one thing, though, relating to that exact topic. She mentioned once that she had uploaded her own Vault to a data bank in the labs below Haccolces . . . the city that I had just fled. The Steel City, capital not only of North Terrol but of the entire Gaean League—and home of Emperor Lldsaor. How had I missed that before? I’d run through most of my mother’s words during the eighty-eight days spent in my cell alone.

Her entire Vault . . . uploaded to a data center. You could do that?
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Through the Wilderness

Norven 16, 1294:

Here I sit in a prison cell, feet chained to the wall behind me and nothing but a woolen blanket to huddle in. The rags covering my body are filthy by this point. I have been here for nigh a month and only now got up the gumption to write in my journal. At least they let me keep it. Why did the Anier take me from my home, from my loving mother and father, only to dump me in this dank jail beneath the town hall? It makes no sense. All I know is that I am famished. The guards leave me food once per day. Once! I crave nothing more than to quit this cell, even if it means facing the Anier again . . .

— From Lhinde’s Diary

We arose early the next morning and began discussing what to do. No one had contacted us yet, and that was a problem.

It was so strange to me that it could already be light out. Or, well, lighter—thanks to the fog blanket. Nighttime had just . . . come and gone. A whole day cycle. I was used to the lunar cycle of Mani, where each day was a month long. I could see how sleep cycles made much more sense on this planet, but . . . it was still strange. I rather missed the daily auroras, but I’d give that up in exchange for two moons. When I grew up, we never had a moon at all . . . we were the moon. One of them.

Strange stuff.

Ccal let out a grunting sigh as he stretched, broad back cracking with the volume of hoofbeats on stone. “Well, Cap? Your call.”

Zent scratched his mustache and goatee. “There isn’t much for it, boys. We’ll have to strike out southward and see if we can make it to the closest shelter.”

“We’ve got one in the Craglands?” Bddo asked skeptically.

The captain nodded. “Maybe a hundred miles south of here.” He glanced at me. “Sorry, Lyn. You’re just going to have to try your best to keep pace.”

“A-a hundred miles,” I repeated. “We’re going to walk a hundred miles?”

“No, we’re going to run a hundred miles.” He shrugged. “Give or take. It might be a bit farther.”

Ccal clapped me on the shoulder with a massive hand, causing my entire body to shudder. “You’ll do fine. You’re a female, remember? Infinite channeling?”

I glared at the giant man. “What do you take me for? I hardly know anything about Geokinesis, and my power is not infinite.”

“We’ll give ya some tips,” Bddo said encouragingly. He looked over at Zent once more. “We, uh, we are going to run all that way?”

“Affirmative. Better start stretching.”

“Okay, just checking.”

“So,” Ccal said, leaning forward in a runner’s pose. “Remember this one thing and you’ll do fine. Breathe. As slowly and regularly as you can manage. It helps to circulate that Geothermic energy. Your body is more capable than you think. You’ll get out of breath far quicker than we will, but as weak as you are, you’re also a fraction of our weight.”

“And don’t stop channeling that mean green steam,” Bddo said. “Here, have another bar. We’ve got to go quickly.”

I took the snack, but not without a bit of grumbling. “What about water?” I said between bites. “We’ve hardly had anything to drink all day.”

“Our Hellebes bodies are very efficient at cooling, even when burning planetary energy,” Zent explained. “As you exercise, you’ll find this out. Your pores open up, exchanging heat while retaining most of your body’s moisture. We can make do on very little water. Can’t speak for Legaleian hybrids, of course.”

I shook my head. “I’ll . . . just hope I’m similar to you guys, then.” I supposed I had never needed quite as much water as my Legaleian friends, but the idea of baking in the sun all day was not very appealing.

“We’ve still got some left,” Bddo added, shaking the water flask. Maybe we’ll get lucky and find some more fresh water.”

“Let’s go,” Zent said, propelling himself into a run.

The other men broke into a run right behind him, and I followed as close as I could. I may not have been used to running in this world, but I could keep pace with them with effort. Following Bddo’s advice, I drew upon the lifeblood of Gaea to power my legs, breathing as regularly as I could manage. I had no idea how fast we were going, but faster than I normally ran even on Mani. I doubted I could sustain it for long.

We streaked through the misty forest, weaving our way between trees, headed for the southern end of the valley. The fog was still thick overhead. Hopefully it helped to hide us. Gradually, I found myself lagging further and further behind, breaths coming in short gasps. “Wait,” I panted, “Guys, I can’t keep up.”

Bddo slowed and looked backwards. “Come on, Lynchazel, you can do it! Don’t let the earth win!”

“Easy for—you to say,” I muttered between breaths. It was all I could do to follow Ccal’s earlier instructions and force myself to breathe slowly. Breathe, breathe! It wasn’t easy. Looking down, I tried to imagine myself drawing in the planetary energy like heat from a fire. That was how it had worked with my Coaction on Mani: I pictured it in my mind first, and then it became so. Never before had I needed anywhere near this much planetary energy, nor had I known I could take in so much of it. I pulled more, forcing myself onwards and catching up to the men slowly.

Finally, after an hour or more of running, Zent called a halt for a short break. Gratefully, I stumbled to a stop behind them and nearly fell to my knees as they threatened to buckle. Was this how normal Legaleians like Kaen and Mydia felt when trying to run distances? I’d never experienced the displeasure of my lungs feeling like I had accidentally set them ablaze with my own flame Coaction. I bent over, clutching my jittery knees with my hands, gasping for breath.

Zent bent down and looked me in the face. “You really aren’t acclimated, are you?” he didn’t even look like he was breathing hard, much less sweating. Truth be told, I wasn’t sweating much either, probably because of the reasons Zent had explained already.

I shook my head, a terrible taste clinging in my throat. “I told you.”

“Here.” Bddo handed me the water flask. “Just a swig, mind you.”

I nodded and poured myself a mouthful. A big one. Then I handed it back. “Thanks.”

Looking around for the first time, I surveyed our surroundings. We were out of the valleys and into an area of foothills gently sloping this way and that. A stream flowed to our right, trickling out from the mountains, and Bddo went to fill up the flask there after we’d all drunk our fill. According to Zent, from here on out we would progress into what they called the Craglands, a parched expanse of broken, stony ground.

A few minutes later, we headed back out. Ever southward. By now, Sol had risen to well above the horizon, bathing the grassy fields beneath our feet in golden light through partial clouds. In the clear patches, I could see the radiant blue hue of the atmosphere. Yellow sun, blue sky. It couldn’t be more alien to me. Before coming to Gaea, I never would have believed it had someone told me.

Fortunately, the breather had allowed my body enough respite to go on for another while. I gritted my teeth against my body’s complaints and tried to keep pace with the Hellebes soldiers. Come on, body . . .

As I ran, my mind wandered toward my Manese friends, who had accompanied me so faithfully to the end of the world and . . . past, had things gone right. As far as I knew, the explosion killed them, and if not, I failed to see how they could survive a fall off the tallest tower on Mani. What a snake, that Domon . . . he had played us all. Why he wanted to destroy the Gate, I had no idea, but we had still accomplished one thing: I was here on Gaea. And I was going to learn what I needed here. Then I could find a way back to the silver world and finish what Rhidea had striven for. I would fix what was broken between out worlds, somehow.

But . . . I probably wouldn’t ever see my friends again.

We emerged from the foothills onto the rocky ground that Zent had described. It was hard for me to pay close attention with my chest feeling like it was exploding from exertion, but I could see as we ran downhill that the grass petered out ahead, leaving only stone. Jagged cracks ran out through the stone, some appearing to be fairly wide and long. It looked dry and desolate, and . . . everything I didn’t want to be near. No animals in sight, either.

Finally, blessedly, they stopped, and once more I nearly collapsed right on the ground. I panted and heaved for a moment before taking the water jug that Bddo was passing around. I noticed that the others were quite out of breath as well at this point. Their stamina was not endless, simply greater than my own. The sun was now high in the sky, and the air temperature was rising considerably.

“The Craglands get nice and toasty in the daytime,” Ccal said as if reading my mind. “Just wait until we get to the volcanic parts.”

I groaned. Volcanic. I knew the word only from reference, but I understood the concept enough to wish we didn’t have to proceed farther.

“You’ll soon see why no one ever wanted to build a city out in these parts,” Zent said.

I looked up with a frown. “A city?”

“We only dwell in cities nowadays, or didn’t you know?” Zent replied. “Been that way for centuries. The Nine Cities of Man.”

“So I’ve heard. It’s just . . . there aren’t any people outside of the cities? The walls, the shield domes?”

Zent shook his head. “Only fools. And rebels like us.”

“It’s not safe,” Bddo added.

“But . . . why? We’re out here, and aside from thirst and hunger, I don’t see much danger.”

The soldiers looked at each other. After a moment, Bddo asked, “You don’t even know about the Cydenges? Or the radiation hazards? Man, they really sheltered you.”

I shook my head at each question. “No. Just mentions. Aren’t the Cydenges like . . . some kind of creature that almost destroyed the world?”

“They did destroy the world,” Zent said. “Over one thousand years ago, wiping out much of human civilization. And they’ve attacked on many occasions since. We never know when a strike will come.”

“How long has it been since the last one? And where do they attack? Do they really come from Luna?”

Zent looked at his companions once more. “They do. Luna is their world, and we let them keep it rather than trying to invade and wipe them out. They target high energy signatures, and can be quite dangerous. It’s been six years now since the last attack.”

“Oh.” I couldn’t think of anything to say to that. They really told me nothing of this? Well, of course they didn’t. The people at the labs were not exactly on my side, and certainly weren’t forthcoming with their information. What more insane things was I going to learn about my birth world in the future?

Eventually, we got going once more, though no one ran at the pace we had earlier. We kept up a steady speed—and I tried to ignore the pain in nearly every muscle of my body—until late afternoon, as Sol’s heat was just starting to abate, when Zent declared that we would stop for the night.

I immediately dropped to the stony ground, heedless of the pain it caused to my rear end. Certainly I had never felt this bad in my entire life. No one had. Humans weren’t meant to feel like this, right?

Bddo crouched down beside me, placing one hand on the ground and one on my shoulder. “You’re doing well,” he said between gasping breaths, chest heaving up and down. “We’re worn out, too. How far do you think we’ve gone today, Cap?”

Zent stopped stretching mid-pose. “Perhaps fifty miles.” He consulted his wrist console, a device all three soldiers wore on one arm that gave them access to a suite of features I couldn’t name. “We should be almost halfway there.”

I felt at the skin on my forehead. It was hot and dry. “What’d you say that sickness was called? Sunburn?”

Ccal took a quick glance at me and said, “Yep, you’ve got it. You’re a pale one. What, do you not get any sunlight on Mani? At least not much UV?”

I squinted against my pounding headache, still struggling to get my breath back. “Don’t know what UV is. But we get a lot of cloud coverage back there. And Sol doesn’t really shine very brightly, not like this sun—or, well, like it does here. And it’s not yellow, it’s white.”

Bddo looked at me like I was from another world. “White? How does that even work?”

I shrugged. “Magic? Or something about the atmosphere. Everything on Mani is some shade of silver. It’s made of silver. So I never questioned it.”

Zent turned around. “Silver. Mani is made of silver.” He said it in a questioning, almost disbelieving tone, as though I’d quoted a nursery rhyme.

I nodded tiredly. “Silver. Do you have silver here on Gaea?”

“We do, but we use it as currency because of its rarity. Or we used to, rather. It’s considered a precious metal.”

I scratched my head and then immediately regretted it because it irritated my scalp. “Well, I suppose I never would have believed that you guys use iron every day here on Gaea. Steel. Iron and carbon, right? My people don’t know anything about science. And now I can see why, because it wouldn’t do them any good on Mani.”

I don’t think any of the soldiers knew what to say to my ramblings. We broke out some more dry rations, after which Zent got up and motioned for me to rise as well. “Here, Lyn. We’re going to do some training.”

I felt my stomach sink at his words. “Some . . . what? What kind of training?” 

“Geokinesis.”

“What! But we just did that all day.” I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. I could hardly stand.

“No, we didn’t. Not this kind.” Zent put his fists up in front of his face like a boxer’s stance.

Why do I have a bad feeling about this . . . ? I took the same pose. After Kaen and Kymhar’s training on Mani, it was comfortable, almost natural.

“Good stance,” he said.

“Thanks,” I mumbled, shortly before the ground rumbled and moved underfoot. Suddenly, what was solid stone became a shuddering, rippling surface, and I slipped, falling backward.

“Aw, now that’s not a good stance,” Bddo called from behind me.

I spun my head to glare at him from the ground, rubbing my bruised head, and then clenched my abdominals, looking down between my legs. The stone was solid once more, but in an altered, broken state. “That’s not fair! My legs can barely move as it is.”

“Hard lessons,” he replied, staring smugly down at me.

Maintaining my graceful crab-stance, I asked, “How did you do that?”

Zent shrugged. “Geokinetic mastery. It’s actually an elementary trick. Watch.” He changed his stance, stamping his foot onto the earth and pointing with a half-tilted hand. He jerked his hand upward, and the earth cracked in a straight line, bursting forth with a spray of green planetary energy. It swirled and sputtered in the air before dissipating.

I stared in awe. “You can . . . you can just do that?”

“There’s a lot you don’t know,” the captain said. “We need to get you up to speed as quickly as possible. As you already know, female Hellebes are famous for having virtually no limit to the energy they can draw from Gaea. And you’re the last one, so this is imperative. Now get up!”

He spoke with such sharpness that I jolted to my feet with a quick, “Yessir.”

“Take your stance.” I did so, and he said, “Keep your footing. Feel the earth, read my movements, and respond accordingly.”

Feel the earth . . . read his movements? That sounded a lot harder to do than to say, but I took my fighting stance and tried to pay attention. I kept my eyes on him, as that was what my former training told me to do in a fight. My hips ached with every rock of my body. As he swept a foot to the side, I felt the earth move underneath me and dodged to avoid it, but I misjudged and stepped into it instead of away. I lost my footing, landing hard on the rock, this time on top of multiple stones that had broken free.

A loud gasp burst from my chest. After getting my breath back, I shouted, “Are you trying to kill me?”

Zent didn’t respond to my outburst, but simply motioned me back up.

I rose with a wince.

“Wider stance,” Zent snapped.

I adjusted my feet shakily, trying not to slacken my stance from fatigue and pain. My body ached, not just from the all-day exertion but now from numerous bruises. Stone didn’t feel good to hit so hard, with the level of gravity this planet had . . .

This time I moved in the right direction to avoid his Geokinetic trap. Almost immediately, however, I felt the earth . . . twitch, and suddenly the stone burst under my feet. I tried to move, but I was too late.

I bit back another shout of, “How did you do that!” and instead tried to understand how he did it without moving his body. But I didn’t even know how he was causing the earth to move and quake. Some means of manipulating the Geothermic energy to push and pull on the stone . . .

“I don’t need to make motions with my body in order for the earth to respond,” Zent explained. “It can be useful for focusing and channeling the power, especially for a beginner, but it’s not necessary and you can’t expect your opponents to do you the kindness of tipping off their attacks with hands and feet. So, what do you do?”

I realized my mistake. I’d stopped paying attention to the most important sign every combatant gives: Eye movement. No fighter could keep from subconsciously moving his eyes before making every move. I nodded, locking eyes with him.

“That’s right, watch my eyes. You were doing it for a bit.”

Zent proceeded to make a few more Geokinetic attacks, leaving much of the ground around us broken or twisted, prompting me to step carefully, but I managed to avoid every one of them . . . until I tripped on the rocks left by his traps and went down. I tried to catch myself with my hands, but only banged those up as well as my palms skidded. I gritted my teeth, struggling not to snap at my tormentor.

Surprisingly, he bent down and helped me up this time. “Don’t worry, Lyn,” he said in a more compassionate tone. “This will take a lot of practice to get used to. Try to ignore the scrapes and bruises. We Hellebes heal quickly thanks to all the Geothermic energy we channel. Your sunburn, too—it will be gone by tomorrow.”

Bddo clapped from behind me. “Good job, gal! Not a bad performance for a first-timer.”

I gave him a tired smile and turned back to the captain, making a conscious effort to not fall down. I pulled on Gaea’s energy to strengthen my legs. “So how do I do what you did?”

“Practice,” he said. “Moving the ground, be it rock or dirt, is only one of the many tricks you’ll pick up. It’s all about feeling the earth and channeling its energy. You mentally command it to move and reshape, and it will do it.” He raised a foot and stomped the stone, and suddenly all the broken pieces of stone and ridges that were torn up seemed to soften and reform. Within a few seconds, we stood once more upon a smooth plane of rock, albeit with the same cracks that divided the plain into pieces.

I gaped. “Wow. That . . . could come in quite handy.”

“Oh, it does,” Ccal said from his seated position. “You’ll learn.”

Zent glanced over at the shorter man. “Like you’re any good at it.”

“Hey! I’m not the best fighter in the world, but I’m quite passable.”

“Yeah, right,” Bddo said. “That’s why we let you handle communications.”

“No, that’s because that’s my specialty. Not to mention marksmanship.”

“Enough!” Zent cut in. “Keep it down.”

The captain proceeded to guide me in manipulating the stone as he had. I got it to move a couple of times, but it was far trickier than it looked.

“It’s all about willpower,” he said. “That and concentration.”

“Just like Authority . . .” I said to myself.

“Hm? I mean, in a way.”

“Oh.” I shook my head. “No, Authority is our name for the magic we use on Mani. The elements will obey us if we possess enough Authority, like a servant his master.” I was quoting my wise teacher, Rhidea of Randhorn. Auroras, I missed that woman.

Zent nodded. “So, it’s true. That they are wizards.”

I laughed. “I used to think that. But it’s really not so different from this. Except that there are eight different elements, and some people are stronger in certain elements than in others. I am a fire mage.”

“You can use this magic?” Zent sounded understandably shocked. “I had no idea. But that shouldn’t surprise me.”

“Wait, you can do both?” Bddo said. “That’s an impressive crossbreed right there. What?” That last was directed at his companion, who had elbowed him in the side.

“About that . . .” I tried to make a flame appear in my hand, as I’d done many times since coming to Gaea, and . . . I sighed. “It doesn’t work here. Mani has this special Wellspring that is said to be the source of all magic, so I guess it’s just impossible here.”

“We’ll just take your word for it,” Ccal said.

Zent grunted. “Well, as we were saying . . .” And he began his coaching once more.

Sometime later, I was finally allowed to go to bed. Which, here in the Craglands, meant curling up on some nice, comfy rocks. Bddo did me the favor of using Geokinesis to mold the stone into my vague form, making it marginally more tolerable. But I didn’t care; I was asleep within a minute.
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Shelter

Norven 25, 1294:

They finally came to let me out, claiming there’d been a misunderstanding. Something about the Prince being assassinated abruptly. I’ve never paid attention to such events, and even an atrocity such as that . . . well, there is always some stir, some intrigue, some horrible news. However, they say the Anier have long been opposed to the Prince and his ways, pushing for a new government. What this means for Terrolia and Starklett, I know not, but I fear it may affect me greatly. When they brought me before the important man of the Anier, Lord Teuchan, they shoved me to my knees and bade me speak when spoken to, or else taste their whips. Lord Teuchan began to rattle off a story of the origins of humanity and our inevitable demise, most of which I didn’t understand because of my country education. But I got the gist of it: Our race is waning, and the Anier want to experiment with me to see if they can create a cure for our disease . . . our curse.​

— From Lhinde’s Diary

The next day, we rose early and resumed our high-speed journey through the wilderness. Ccal had to physically kick me out of my sleeping state, so worn out was I from the previous day’s travails. I prided myself on being a light sleeper, but not today. Somehow, Zent’s words proved true, and my body had healed itself overnight, leaving only a lingering exhaustion deep in my bones. As a very wise man (Bddo) once said, “That’s a good feeling,” despite looking somewhat under the weather himself.

The day went similarly to the previous one, including a lot of running and few breaks. Only today, we had far more limited water. The sky was still a clear blue, nearly devoid of clouds, as it had been most of the time in these dry lands, and the ground beneath our feet remained mostly grey rock etched with the distinctive webbed cracks. Stepping and leaping over those was only one more addition to the unpleasantness of the journey.

I will admit that I asked multiple times how close we were to the shelter, but Bddo, who might appear to be the fittest runner of us, also asked at least twice, so I felt a bit better.

At our second break of the day, a couple hours shy of noon, Zent remarked on the amount of volcanic activity in the nearby area. I hadn’t even noticed, but now that he pointed it out, I saw the spurts of smoke from multiple small fissures in the earth, where the cracks ran deeper.

“What causes that?” I asked.

“We’re on a fault line,” Ccal explained. “Where Gaea’s tectonic plates meet up. The cracks in the rock are partly from lack of water nearby, but also the seismic activity. I’m sure you felt the rumbling off and on all day?”

I hesitated. I hadn’t been paying much attention to the ground, despite Zent’s lessons the previous night, but I had felt a tremor on a few occasions. “Yes, I remember.”

“That’s tectonic shifting. Some of these plates of rock have ground together enough with the vibration that their cracks have opened up into the earth. Where the Geothermic energy runs stronger, it sprays up into the air, along with brimstone and lava closer to the volcanoes.”

“Is that them in the distance over there?” I asked, shading my eyes against the sun to squint at vague mounds on the southeastern horizon. The heat distortion from the sunbaked stone didn’t help anything.

The men followed my gaze. “Yes,” Zent said. “There are more volcanoes farther south. You’ll get a better view.”

Soon, we resumed our running. As usual, I forced my legs to move and keep moving. Ccal and Bddo still tried to give me advice on how I should be channeling energy more efficiently, but they didn’t seem to understand my struggle with the steep learning curve.

Around noon, we began to see closer volcanoes. Gouts of smoke and even lava flows scattered the surrounding countryside, and, in more than one location, the very earth had been ripped up violently. Some sprayed streams of green energy, proving Ccal correct. It was hard to gauge how tall the peaks were, but easily the size of the foothills we had left yesterday, some actively leaking bright red lava. I made counting the volcanoes into a game to keep my mind occupied while my body worked itself to keep up with the others. But the more I saw of them, the more a certain thought nagged at me.

“Hey,” I said at one point, “Why are the volcanoes disconnected? Why are they smaller than the mountains around Mt. Beides if this is on a fault line?”

“So, you figured it out?” Bddo asked through heavy breaths, turning his head to look at me. “There’s tectonic activity in this area, but that’s only part of what created the volcanoes. Right, Cap? It’s really the Elites’ fault.”

The larger man grunted. “That’s what they say, anyway. This area is cursed to bear the weight of their sins, if you believe the tales. When the Gaean League decided to use Geothermics industrially, it wasn’t long before they pulled all stops and went . . . big. They threw everything out of whack, and now the entire planet is in a state of imbalance.”

“But—but don’t all the Hellebes use Gaea’s power every day? Geokinesis and all that?”

Zent looked back with a laugh. “This? This is nothing. You have no idea the amount of energy they siphoned—and do every day—for their own purposes. Even back at Red Horizon HQ, we use a lot. Now your mother . . . she knew. She knew exactly.”

I felt the hair on the back of my neck prickle. My mother . . . But what did she know? What were the experiments she spoke of? She had mentioned the Gaean League harnessing energy, and . . . through her. But it made no sense. What did that have to do with her being the “Mother” of all Hellebes? I had to get to the bottom of it. I had to learn what happened to this world.

I picked up my pace, boosting a few of my strides with extra energy to catch up to Zent, who had gotten ahead. “Zent, what did they want? What were their purposes? My mother never expounded on it. I've been through all my memories of her words, but . . . I still feel like I know nothing.”

He regarded me with a serious expression, saying nothing for a few strides. “I don’t know it all, either, but . . . there’s a lot to tell, and you’re not ready for it yet.”

“Not ready? When will I be ready?”

“When you’ve heard it from her yourself.”

“From . . . so from her Vault?” After a moment, I gasped. “You know about it!”

The captain gave me a strange look and a small shake of his head. “Don’t get ahead of yourself. It’s more like wishful thinking right now.” I opened my mouth, but he cut me off. “Don’t even bother asking. We don’t have any intel on it, if it even does exist. We’re working on a plan . . . but we can’t do anything with you until you’re trained and in fighting shape. That will take some time, as you know. We can’t risk taking you on a mission until we know you can defend yourself.” With that, he turned his face forward and fell silent.

As I lost Zent, Bddo came up beside me. “What they wanted was protection for the Hellebes race.”

Protection . . . “The Elites, you mean? From what?”

“Take a guess.”

“These Cydenges guys?”

Bddo nodded. “Dead on. At least . . . that was what they said.”

“And did they achieve that?”

“Depends who you ask. Ask a fellow like me, and I’d say no, since the Cydenges are still out there, biding their time on Luna, waiting to devour us all.”

Late that evening, just as I thought they would make me run all through the night, we came upon the location. Zent and Ccal repeatedly checked their wrist consoles until Zent announced that we were right near the hideout.

I stirred as though awoken from sleep, giving a delayed whoop of joy. “How close?”

The men ignored me, slowing their pace and pointing around the area. We had reached a part of the rocky plains where there seemed to be actual soil and a sparse bit of strange, webby vegetation. Could there be water nearby? We had long since passed the volcanic fields, and now especially with the sun down, it wasn’t so unbearably hot.

Bddo and I slowed behind them until we were all walking at a more normal speed. I was able to catch my breath, or rather try to, as I compensated for the men’s longer stride with a quicker one. Zent led us to a cleft in the earth that looked a bit . . . different from the other cracks, which were quite sparse at this point. It looked almost man-made.

Zent stooped in front of the crevice and then hopped in, falling nearly up to his knees. “Bddo, Ccal, give me a hand,” he said in a ragged voice, deep as ever but dry and worn out.

The two Hellebes crept into the pit beside him and bent to take hold of what appeared to be the ground, lifting it up to reveal that it was in fact a large door. Sandy soil poured down from the door’s surface as they pulled it up. Perhaps a meter wide by two in length, the door cut a groove into the soil that covered it as they heaved it upward. Pressurized cylinders held it open, leaving enough headroom for the average Hellebes to descend the dark steps in a crouch.

Zent hit a button on his suit, turning on its flashlight feature. “Let’s go. Come on, Lyn.” He waved us inside and pulled the door shut behind us. The soldiers’ chest lights lit up cement walls and a reinforced ceiling, which followed the stairwell to the bottom ten meters below surface level. Our feet tapped on the cement stairs with the forlorn echo of a long-abandoned escape tunnel. At the bottom, the tunnel extended in front of us, terminating at a steel door. Likely stainless, as I could spot no rust on it. And to think that I didn’t even know what rust was before coming to Gaea. . . .

Zent opened the door and led us inside the shelter, flipping a switch to turn on a series of hanging light bars. In the unnaturally white light, we beheld a large space, perhaps twelve meters square, with various shelves lining the walls packed with supplies of all kinds. Cobwebs and dust decorated the entirety of the chamber, and multiple missing bulbs in the lights completed the look of disrepair, some blinking and twitching. There were two tables and a dozen chairs stacked against the right-hand wall, and a few doors led off into side rooms, one of which was labeled “Docking,” and another, “River Access.”

“There’s a, uh, river near here?” I asked, confused.

Zent turned to look at the door I’d pointed out. “Yes, an underground river. More like a stream, but in these parts, that’s plenty. It’s the secret entry point to this base, and how the Red Horizon was able to construct a lot of similar bases across North Terrol. Even a few in South Terrol.”

“Speaking of which!” Bddo interrupted, looking around. “That means water. I’ll be back.”

The long-legged man, bless his soul, returned a minute later with a large jug of water, giving us all a drink. Somewhat less blessedly, he began stripping off his suit immediately afterward, saying he’d found the shower room. He was just about to pull off his pants when he caught a look from Ccal and turned to me with a confused expression. “What, she’s—you’re one of us. I don’t . . . Okay, never mind. Whoever else needs to rinse his grimy pits off, follow me.”

Zent raised his hand and followed.

Ccal looked at me with a half-amused, half-apologetic look. “Sorry. I don’t think he catches on very quickly. I can tell you’re uneasy around us. I’ll be back. Just don’t . . . touch anything till we get done. Don’t want Cap getting upset.”

I sighed and leaned back against the wall near the door. A sigh that came from within my bones, echoed by every screaming, overworked muscle in my body. A shower sounded infinitely good right about now . . . but I could wait fifteen minutes.
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Rivers in the Desert

Norven 25, 1294 (Continued):

It made me very nervous, this idea of experimentation. I had no idea what all this would entail. Apparently, they captured twenty-three other girls of childbearing age, so I was just one of many. In fact, I believe I am the youngest. After Teuchan was done explaining these things, he gave the guards a gentle order to unhand me and only restrain me if I tried to run. Then he had them take me to a room where I could wash up and put on clean — if simple and odd — clothes. After this, and some much-appreciated food, I was sent off in another carriage to a different town. I’m still riding in the cab, sweating and nervous of my future. I only pray that my fortune improves and I can see my parents again soon.

— From Lhinde’s Diary

I felt like a new woman after a hot shower. Not quite the same as a hot soak at Mydia’s palace, but people on Gaea weren’t very fond of baths, particularly the ones who built rebel emergency bases. I’d spent most of my life as an orphan, anyway, somewhere between peasant and urchin as the class structure back in Nytaea went. 

Only problem was finding some clothes now.

The men were busy fiddling with computers and communication instruments as I poked my head out of the shower room, wearing only one of their strange, thin towels. Ccal glanced up and made the universal shushing gesture. After another minute of trying to get Bddo’s attention, I gave up and stepped into the room barefoot, heading toward the back. There should be a door . . . ah, there it was. I kicked open one labeled “Locker.”

Inside, I found rows and rows of, well, lockers, as well as many jumpsuits hanging on the far wall. Exactly what I was looking for. After rummaging through multiple sections, I found what could pass for underwear and pants. Far bigger than my size, but thank the auroras for elastic technology. What kind of fiber was all this stuff, anyway? Some kind of synthetic plastic material, as far as I knew. Nothing the Hellebes made seemed to be remotely natural. After donning a shirt that was supposed to be form-fitting, I made myself a makeshift hair tie and called it good enough. There were no mirrors to check myself in, but then I wasn’t Mydia . . . I could manage.

Wandering back outside, I found Bddo poring through the rations shelves whilst Ccal and the captain sent messages back and forth to HQ. “Hey, there you are!” Bddo said, coming over to take me by the shoulder. “Took you long enough. The suit fits you just fine.”

It definitely did not; I was the one wearing it, so I should know. But I simply replied, “How’s the communication going?”

“They got a hold of HQ and are filling them in.”

“So, what’s our plan?”’

“Whatever Cap says it is,” Bddo answered. “Here, want one?” He handed me a foil-wrapped object, long and flat.

“What is it?”

“Dunno. Some kind of protein bar. I think it’s made mostly of meat.”

I unwrapped the bar and sniffed it. “Is this for humans?”

He shrugged, popping his own bar in his mouth and crunching on the whole thing at once. If it was meat, why did it crunch?

I followed suit, jamming the entire bar into my mouth. It was difficult to chew, being that it was of indeterminant age and packaged to last a lifetime. The taste was less than pleasant at first, becoming still less so as I chewed and leaving an even worse aftertaste. I made a face, but Bddo simply gave me a thumbs-up as though he enjoyed his.

“Hey, you two!” Zent called from his seat at the comms table. “HQ is officially expecting us.”

“When do we leave?” Bddo asked.

“ASAP.”

I sighed. “That means no time for a nap, right?”

Bddo arched his back, grunting as he stretched. “’Fraid not. Believe me, I wish.”

Fifteen minutes later, we filed into the docking room, which led down to the underground river. The chamber was lit by strip lights reaching out to the water’s edge. Metal stairs rang out hollow tones as we descended toward the docks. The water flowed surprisingly quickly. The channel was perhaps twenty feet across. A handful of sleek, metal watercraft floated by the bank, chained to the docks. Zent approached the one nearest us, opening the door and trying the ignition. He grunted. “Dead. Ccal?”

“Told ya, Cap.” Ccal handed him the spare battery he had brought, and the captain deftly removed the old one from the compartment. After this, it turned on with a hum and a whine that changed pitch before steadying out. The flick of a switch turned on the boat’s powerful floodlights. “The battery is electric,” Ccal explained to me. “These things run on both electric and Geothermic power. Water doesn’t conduct Geothermic power very well.”

We got in after stowing our supplies in the back compartment and unchaining the vessel. Zent engaged the Geoelectric engine and the boat zipped into motion. The tunnel through which the river flowed was only perhaps six feet higher than our heads, tight enough to give me a faint sense of claustrophobia. The echo of the boat’s rear motors droning behind us was odd and disorienting, though not overly loud.

Bddo punched me on the shoulder lightly—for a Hellebes—and grinned. “Bet you’ve never ridden a speedboat underground before, have ya?”

“Uh . . . no? But there are a lot of things I’ve done recently that I never dreamed I would.” I snorted. “Especially back on Mani. Kaen would flip if he knew I was having so much fun.”

“Who’s Kaen?” Bddo asked.

“My friend. We grew up together since childhood. We . . . used to live in an orphanage. A place for children who have no other home. You do know what children are, right?” He nodded. “The orphanage—well, it burned to the ground, and I was left with Kaen, his little sister Mandrie, and Phoebe.”

“Phoebe is . . . another female name, yes?”

I nodded. “We have a lot of females on my planet. You would have quite a time looking for a . . .” I cut off with a small gasp. “Sorry. That’s probably mean to tease you like that, since you guys don’t have any way to find a mate on your world . . .”

An uncomfortable silence followed my words. Finally, Zent said, “Lyn, perhaps you don’t know this, but most Hellebes are sterile.”

“Oh.” I was suddenly very glad for the poor lighting, so that Ccal and Bddo couldn’t see my face redden. “So . . . like, from birth? Or do they . . . y’know . . .”

“From incubation,” Ccal said, turning his head. “Hellebes can’t reproduce naturally. Just the way it works.”

“Oh,” I repeated in a soft voice. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know.” Truth be told, I wasn’t sure how I hadn’t heard that already in the Haccolces labs amidst all the tests the doctors were running on their precious little Mother Heiress. I did, however, know that Hellebes were not exactly born, per se, which explained Ccal’s slight hesitation when I said the word birth. Rather, they were formed in some sort of human production facilities in . . . Chronala? One of the nine cities. I recalled the scientists talking about it.

As I considered the matter, my significance in the world seemed to increase. Hellebes can’t reproduce naturally . . . Suddenly, it made sense why these men were so unconcerned about my modesty. They probably couldn’t even understand. What would it be like to grow up in a world where you knew you could never have a progeny to carry on your legacy? No family, no siblings?

We rode on in silence for a while, and I stared hypnotically at the black water as we cut through it, spraying up a neat wake behind us. We were heading downstream, which meant . . . a larger body of water somewhere ahead, unless we were getting off sooner. It was still hard for me to grasp the way water worked, as Mani didn’t have nearly as much as Gaea. On Mani, I had been on a boat once, and only once, on one of the four rivers that ran from the single lake on my home continent. From the lake to the edge of the world.

“So where is HQ?” I asked after a while.

“Top secret,” Ccal said.

“Like, the top of the top,” Bddo added. “Of secret.” This elicited a chuckle from Zent in front of me.

“Where do all rivers flow?” Zent asked.

“The . . . sea? Eventually?”

He nodded. “That’s where HQ is. We might arrive in two or three more hours. Try to get some sleep in the meantime.”

I did as he suggested, shifting to lean against the side door, propping my feet up on Bddo’s tree trunk legs. Being the shortest, I had the most room, and I was going to use it. Before long, the hum of the engine and the steady rocking motion put my heavy eyes to sleep.

꧁꧂

“Lyn?”

It was White, unsurprisingly. I blinked as I stared out over the vast pale field that was my Vault, making to stand but then realizing I already was. “Didn’t . . . realize I’d fallen asleep.”

“Mm-hmm. You did,” she said helpfully.

This was my subconscious. This was what I had to deal with.

“And . . .”

“Well, you’re obviously totally beat from all that Geokinetic training, so you need your sleep, dummy!”

꧁꧂

I woke to Bddo poking me. “Sit up. We need to put up the canopy.”

“We have a canopy on this thing?” I mumbled, pulling my legs down and my elbow off the door. A brief look around showed me that we were already out on the ocean. Not on the shore, but the ocean itself. That explained the faint spray misting my face. Water stretched infinitely in every direction. The shore was a long way away already. Where are we heading . . .?

Zent hit a button, and a canopy slid up from its clever concealment in the rear, raising up in sections with glass plates in the front to form a windshield.

“Plus, you might want to see this,” Bddo said.

Zent hit a button on the controls, and we slowly began to submerge. “Here we go.”

I glanced around in equal parts nervousness and wonder as the ship dove into the water. The floodlights illuminated only a small portion of the milky blackness beneath the surface, giving an illusion of infinite depth. The captain continued to pilot us downward at a low angle. The ship’s navigation panel showed that we were nearing the destination, which appeared to be both in front of and below us. Now it all made sense, how the Red Horizon’s base of operations had stayed hidden for this long—they were stationed far below the ocean. Genius.

After another minute, it began to fade into view: First the lights, surrounding the base in a massive ring and blinking from towers. Then the wall and shield dome, much like that of the city of Haccolces, except that this shield was blue, not red, fitting with the underwater theme a bit better. I could only wonder how strong the shield had to be in order to keep the base safe from hundreds of feet of water pressure. Was the shield responsible for that?

“Welcome to Red Horizon HQ,” Bddo said. “Didn’t expect this, did you?”

I shook my head in amazement.

Zent picked up his microphone and said, “327 to base, 327 to base, this is Captain Zent, requesting permission to dock.”

A moment later, a reply came: “Captain Zent, welcome back. Proceed to dock.”

As we descended toward the front wall of the base, one of five bays opened, revealing a chamber just wide and deep enough to comfortably fit our vessel. Zent expertly guided us in, and as soon as we landed, the doors closed behind us and air hissed as the underwater airlock began to equalize the pressure in the room. Once it was finished, the far doors opened, and we were able to drift into a small docking bay.

Zent surfaced the vehicle and made his way over to one of the docks, letting down the canopy. After we all got out and grabbed our luggage, a mechanical arm reached down from a beam spanning the high ceiling and grabbed our boat, slotting it into one space among many along the outer wall. A convenient way to store many boats at once. The ones currently in docking ranged from smaller to larger, and some even appeared to be well armed.

“All right,” Zent said, taking me by the shoulder. “You ready for this, kid?”

I shrugged. “I guess so.”

We entered the main complex through a tall door that slid both ways like the airlocks. Inside, we were greeted by two Hellebes of imposing presence, wearing formal suits emblazoned with an eagle holding an axe and a spear—the symbol of the Red Horizon. One man was extraordinarily tall, close to seven feet by Legaleian standards, with close-cropped blonde hair and squinty eyes, while the more normal sized Hellebes bore a jagged beard and a disgruntled frown.

“So,” said the frowny one in my direction with a similarly displeased emphasis, “You are the Mother Heiress. I am called Getts.”

I wonder where he Getts all his attitude . . .

The tall man made a surprisingly polite bow and said in a more pleasant, if stuffy, tone: “And I am Vass. We are the Directors here at the Red Horizon. It’s a pleasure.” He stepped forward and reached out a long arm.

I took his hand and shook it, trying to ignore the fact that my slender hand was like a baby’s in his. “Likewise, sir.”

Vass looked up at Zent. “Good work, Captain. Corporal Ccal, Corporal Bddo.”

The two men saluted their leaders sharply, but Vass dismissed them with a wave.

Getts gave a loud harumph! and said, “Captain Zent, we request that you meet with us at once to discuss our direction from here.”

Zent gave an almost inaudible sigh. “I was expecting as much.” He gave me a curt nod. “We’ll be back, Lyn. Boys, want to show her to the lounge?”

Ccal and Bddo led me down a hall toward the right while Zent departed with the two Directors for the Board Room, wherever that was. I’d have to remember not to call those two Tall Tom and Skinny Sam. Although those spots were vacant for any fitting rebel leaders . . . ugh, what was wrong with my sense of humor nowadays?
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The Red Horizon

Svenhal 10, 1294:

I wait at a facility with the other girls of the test. I am shocked at the level of modernity, with so many things I don’t recognize, although of course I am a country girl. Unused to any machinery, running water and convenient plumbing, and other things that they have here. The Anier tell us that this place is the center of their work to create a more modern world.

They describe great turmoil in the Sovereignty following the Prince’s assassination last moon, and even blame it on the Legaleians. This shouldn’t surprise me, but I feel an anxious flutter in my chest over the uncertainty of Mother and Father’s well-being. I know naught of them, and the guards refuse all my questions.

— From Lhinde’s Diary

The lounge was a long room with floor and walls paneled in the same utilitarian metal as most of the base, but also included a view of the surrounding ocean through reinforced glass paneling on the outer wall. A nice touch. The dark, murky waters were mesmerizing to look at. Seats and couches lined the room, set with a few table games unfamiliar to me. Two Hellebes occupied the room at the moment, sitting across from one another at a small table and playing a strategy game of some kind.

As we entered, the closer of the two men looked up, glancing my way briefly before doing a double-take. “Whoa! Curt, she’s here!” His face was youthful and bright-eyed, a feature accentuated by his excitement.

The other man, significantly broader in shoulder and completely bald, looked up in surprise. “Well, well. So you’re the Mother Heiress?” he said in a bored voice, looking me up and down. “I pictured you being bigger.”

“Excuse me?” I said, indignance flaring up of its own accord. “You guys are all giant.”

“Mm, I don’t think so. Trust me, I’ve known a lot of Hellebes, and they’re all twice your size. Is it a female thing?”

I rolled my eyes.

“Sorry for Curt’s lousy attitude,” said the youthful one. “I’m Jed, by the way.” I couldn’t place how old he was, yet I couldn’t help but think he looked barely more than a boy. Perhaps my age. A handsome boy, if I was being honest. Then I remembered what the soldiers had told me on the way here and flushed.

“Um, what are you playing there?” I asked to cover my brief embarrassment.

“Oh, this is called Gogi,” he enthused. “It’s a strategic game about placing your own pieces and then capturing your opponent’s pieces. These get flipped over and added to your own pool of pieces you can place.” He demonstrated by taking one of the circular black pieces from his pile and placing it next to one of Curt’s pieces, which already had three surrounding it, and took Curt’s white piece from in between, flipping it over to its black side and placing it next to a half-dozen other black-side-up pieces on his own side of the board. This elicited a grumpy frown from Curt, until he put everything back as it was. The board, currently occupied by a dozen pieces of each color, was composed of a checkered grid outlined by steel plates set into the board. The plates each had a grain that crisscrossed diagonally, contrasting with each other orthogonally while being the same shade.

“Looks . . . complex,” I said.

“If you can’t tell, I’m winning,” Jed said proudly, responding to his opponent’s move once more. “As usual.”

Curt grumbled something under his breath, scratching his bald head.

Ccal stepped up casually, surveying the board. “I’m always happy to put you in your place, kid.”

Jed glanced up sharply. “No, that’s okay, Ccal. I like winning.”

Ccal smirked.

“Here, let’s get you to the outfitter,” Bddo said, dragging me away. “Later, guys.”

“It was nice to meet you, Jed,” I said, waving as I followed Bddo.

The long-legged corporal led me down a series of echoey steel corridors to a door labeled, “Quartermaster,” stopping to knock loudly. He waited a moment, then knocked again. “Hodge! You in there?”

“What! Who is it?” came a gruff, nasally voice. Soon, a bug-eyed man with the biggest mop of frizzy hair I’d ever seen opened the door, glancing from Bddo to me. “So, you brought the Heiress. What does she need?”

“Um, hi?” I said tentatively.

The outfitter ignored me.

“She needs a new gillsuit, you idiot,” Bddo said.

“Why? She looks perfectly comfortable in that.”

“She needs a suit for combat purposes.”

“One that actually fits,” I added. “This is anything but comfortable.”

Hodge graced me with a brief flicker of his eyes and gave a nasally grunt. “I’ll see what I can find.”

He made to close the door, and I protested, “You’re not going to take any measurements or anything?”

The outfitter looked back at me with the utmost exasperation. “I already know we don’t have your size. Do us both a favor and grow some meat on those bones.” With one last wide-eyed glance at Bddo, he said, “Just send her back after they finish with all their exams and stuff, all right?” He slammed the door, somehow managing to avoid shutting his stupid hair in it.

Bddo sighed. “Sorry, Lyn. Hodge is . . . a little different. He does things his way. Come on, let’s go back to the lounge and wait for the meeting to finish.”

As he led me back, I asked, “So, what actually is a gillsuit?”

“Oh. That’s what most of us soldiers wear.” He slapped his chest. “These things are made to be form-fitting and versatile, resistant to weather and wear, and they have a breathable layer that lets Geothermic energy through both ways for when you need it. It helps keep your body cool and keeps the vapors and radiation from building up. Those can be toxic in high concentrations.”

“But . . . don’t you store all that inside anyway? Why doesn’t it hurt us?”

“Because the properties of planetary energy change as we release it. Just like the air we breathe. That’s why it can’t just be recycled infinitely. It has to make its way back to the earth and be recycled, and so we have to draw more.”

I nodded. Interesting.

Back in the lounge, we found Ccal sitting across from Jed in a game of Gogi, while Curt looked on with greater interest than he probably meant to let on. Bddo and I sat down on a nearby couch and watched the Gogi game unfold. Periodically, Bddo would make commentary explaining how little he understood about the game or complaining about how strategy took brain power, which took extra calories he didn’t want to spend. I could sympathize, though right now, it was something to distract my nervous mind from waiting.

Hodge had mentioned examinations . . . I knew they were coming. No big deal, I told myself, as I had been put through a lifetime’s worth already in the imperial laboratories. What was one more? Physiological, biological, neurological. I didn’t know what the leaders were discussing in the meeting, but . . . it had to be about me.

At long last, I heard footsteps coming from the direction of the Board Room, and soon a whole group of important people emerged into the lounge doorway. Zent, Vass and Getts, and three others new to me.

“Lynchazel,” said Vass, “This is our head researcher, Dr. Dekla.” He motioned to the giant mountain of a man beside him, the first truly heavyset Hellebes I’d laid eyes on and certainly the one with the most chins. “He will conduct a quick physical analysis.”

I rose reluctantly and approached the massive scientist, giving him a small head bob.

“Lady Heiress,” he said in a voice so dispassionate it must have been practiced. Dry as old paper and then some. “If you’ll follow me.” He turned and waddled off with heavy thumps, and I followed. After a few minutes, just enough turns for me to get completely disoriented, we arrived at his lab. He propped the door open with a hand the size and shape of a ham and followed me inside.

I was greeted by the nostalgic sight of white tables and more instruments than I could count. It was like coming home, if home was a dreaded nightmare I wanted to forget about. But I did as Dr. Dekla instructed, disrobing and donning a thin, sheetlike garment far too big for me. I climbed up on the high table and the doctor proceeded to prick me with many needles, drawing blood samples and checking vitals. He took Geothermic readings, measured energy levels and pumped me full of various types of radiation for good measure. Then I laid down and he sent me into a full-body scanner. Oh, I always hated that one.

The entire time, Dekla intoned his comments and instructions in the driest monotone, putting all the doctors I’d dealt with previously to shame. Was the man even alive? His loud breathing was my best indicator. At long last, he allowed me to get up and change into my too-big jumpsuit, turning away only out of disinterest as he regarded his assessments and recordings. He reported none of his findings to me, but merely said, “You may go now. We will conduct another checkup in a little while.”

Little while could have meant a few hours or a few weeks—hopefully closer to the latter. I wasted no time leaving the office, shutting the door behind me extra firmly and looking around, wondering for a moment which way I’d even come from. Then I had a moment of clear memory, sharper recollection than I was usually afforded while awake, and the path manifested itself in my mind. In a couple of minutes, I was back in the lobby. I met Zent first, who was speaking with one of the men who’d been in on the private meeting: A heavily muscled officer with dark skin. As I approached, the man turned to regard me, face hard and impassive. I couldn’t read his expression.

“Lyn,” Zent said, gesturing to his companion, “This is Musha. Master-at-arms and retired military trainer for the Elites.”

Now that Zent said the word retired, I took another look at the man, noting that his close-cut hair was indeed greying. He had grey facial hair, cut similarly close. But I never would have taken him for old, so toned was his body and solid his stance. Even his face displayed muscles I didn’t know existed.

“Good to meet you, sir,” I said with a small bow. “I’m Lynchazel.”

The man remained straight-backed, eyes unblinking. “I know who you are,” he said gruffly. He stepped forward, taking me by both shoulders. I had to struggle to not shy away. Zent made no move to keep him away. “Weak. You’re weak, and I’ve been tasked with turning you into a weapon.”

I gulped, nodding. I thought it best not to reply to that. Why they thought that necessary . . . well, I got the impression that arguing would do me no good.

“We’ve decided to train you for two weeks,” Zent said. “Not a long period of time. Musha is tough, but he’s effective and he knows his stuff. Do everything he says without complaining, prove you’ve grown as a result, and the Red Horizon will let you in on our next mission.”

Musha let me go.

“And . . . when do I start?” I asked.

“We’ll meet in the Iron Dojang in one hour,” Musha replied.
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The Brutal Way

Verda 8, 1294:

I am still being held in the internment facility. They have been teaching us many things about the workings of the world, as well as basics like literacy and mathematics. I fail to see why our knowledge of these things is important to them, but I can’t say that I mind; I love learning. In fact, I enjoy it enough that I can sometimes forget my troubles just by applying myself to my studies. Just two months ago, I could write no more than my own name: Lhinde. The other “students” are sometimes jealous, and they mock me or pick on me at times. I’ve made friends with a few of them, Kae, Borgha and Rue. But none of us cause a commotion about anything, because that brings down the punishment of the guards . . . which can be quite harsh.

— From Lhinde’s Diary

“All right, kid,” Musha said, popping his knuckles loudly. “Forget everything Zent told you. He’s too soft. We do things old school here.”

We stood facing one another in the Iron Dojang, a large chamber two stories below main that was composed mostly of metal, my favorite thing in the universe. Also one of the softest. There was no padding in sight, not even on the floor. To one side of the room were weights, bricks and other training tools, most of them—you guessed it—made of metal. Even the lighting was harsh, coming from blue-white overhead lights that left a dozen shadows of my new trainer on the floor. Vents were installed in the floor and walls to allow free use of Geokinesis.

Something about this place just gave me a bad feeling. A feeling that the old school way meant the brutal way.

We were dressed in a traditional piece of clothing called a dobok, a simple, long-sleeved vestment belted over loose pants, used for training. I wore a youngling’s size.

“Fighting stance!” Musha snapped, louder than I expected. My body moved almost of its own accord, snapping into the stance Zent had drilled into me.

I glanced down briefly to check my foot spacing, and suddenly something slammed into my chest, something hard and heavy. Before my mind could register it, I was thrown off my feet, landing on my back and rolling until my feet came up over my head and reached the ground once more. I thought my neck would snap. Slowly, painfully, I rolled onto my side and got back up. Gasping for air, I focused on my ribcage just long enough to decide nothing was broken. I would—gah!—I would be fine. Musha was still in the same stance with which he’d punched me, one fist held out and opposite foot forward. As I watched, trying to ignore my pain and retake my stance, he moved backward into a neutral stance and gestured for me to step forward.

I did, locking eyes with him and not letting go. I still didn’t know how he had crossed the three meters between us and struck in the time it took me to glance downward.

With a shudder, I felt a second wave of pain slam into my chest. My abdominal muscles clenched viciously, stealing my breath, and the flesh where his fist had connected felt like it was trying to cave in, as though my breastbone were a gaping crack. But . . . no, it was . . . fine. Breathe! Breathe, Lyn, come on. Geothermic energy circulating in my body, the fiery pain slowly ebbed away, and I resumed breathing.

“First rule,” the hulking man said. “Never take your eyes off your opponent. Surely Zent taught you that one.”

I nodded with a wince, not breaking eye contact. I corrected my footing into the combat stance that Zent had taught me.

Musha took up a fighting stance as well, beginning to circle me slowly. “How do you feel? If you don’t like your bones being smashed against solid steel, then pay attention and don’t mess up.”

I nodded again.

“And stop nodding! Just listen and do as I say.” With that, he began to run me through various simple training exercises, many of which I had already done with Zent out in the Craglands. Occasionally he would throw in difficult and unexpected commands, yelling at me and dealing out one of numerous punishments when I failed. If I was close to him, he would simply shove me down onto the metal floor or strike me with his powerful fists, though not as savagely as the first time. On other occasions, he would simply shout at me, voice reverberating through the training room, and make me do fifty pushups while he stood on my back or pullups with weights strapped to my waist. Whatever it was, I had to complete the torture in full, or he would come up with something worse. My body cursed me to my face, but it obeyed.

I truly don’t think I understood the limits of the Hellebes body until that day, the beating that even I could bear. At one point, he called a short break to drink water and eat some bland energy bars. “Keep that Geothermic energy flowing strong while you rest,” he told me, “Otherwise your body will lose its strength and eating will replenish less energy. Also heals your injuries a bit, if you’re used to it.”
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